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			For more than a hundred centuries the Emperor has sat immobile on the Golden Throne of Earth. He is the Master of Mankind. By the might of his inexhaustible armies a million worlds stand against the dark.

			Yet, he is a rotting carcass, the Carrion Lord of the Imperium held in life by marvels from the Dark Age of Technology and the thousand souls sacrificed each day so his may continue to burn.

			To be a man in such times is to be one amongst untold billions. It is to live in the cruelest and most bloody regime imaginable. It is to suffer an eternity of carnage and slaughter. It is to have cries of anguish and sorrow drowned by the thirsting laughter of dark gods.

			This is a dark and terrible era where you will find little comfort or hope. Forget the power of technology and science. Forget the promise of progress and advancement. Forget any notion of common humanity or compassion.

			There is no peace amongst the stars, for in the grim darkness of the far future, there is only war.
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			PROLOGUE

			JENS

			She saw it first. 

			Nobody else would have recognised it, even had they been looking at the sky. They looked at each other, at faces, hands, weapons, or didn’t really look at all. Maybe if there had been another Korpsman here. Valian was no Korpsman and was thus still asleep. The auto-scribe scratched in the corner. She didn’t read the orders on it. It was all over now.

			She looked at the object in the sky again. It had the false slowness, the stillness, of all things of terrible size. It was very far away. A quick artillery officer’s calculation. It was not far away enough. She was in battle dress. She slept in it. That bought a minute or two. The steeds were always ready. They did not sleep at all. 

			If the wind blew north, they’d live.

			It was picking up now. Jens reached over to Valian and shook his shoulder, gently but firmly.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			THREE FILES COLLATED FOR THE 
CAEDES OMNIS INVESTIGATION

			FILE 1: DESCRIPTION OF THE PLANET REZLAN VI, FROM THE NAVIS IMPERIALIS COMPLEAT ALMANACK OF LESSER PLANETS (PREV. EDITION)

			Rezlan VI is a temperate MIXED REGISTRY world found in the deep regions of the Eastern Fringe. Reconquered peacefully during the Great Crusade, Rezlan VI has stood for millennia as a model for the benefits of the Imperial system. The planet’s size, high development and plentiful resources allow its loyal subjects productive and broadly comfortable lives, with as many as seven per cent demonstrating aptitude for Administratum-grade work. Careful preservation of pre-Imperial orbital arcologies means that the industry and agriculture which would usually lead to rapid planet expenditure and necessitate recategorisation are kept off the world’s surface, allowing for the preservation of old-growth forest across large swathes of Rezlan VI’s primary continents. The economic utility of the planet’s lower continent is yet to be fully realised, but several promising projects have been proposed to fully exploit it, such as a penal colony.

			Deviation and unrest remain below the Imperial average, but not to the extent that any suspicion need be raised; levels of psykers and other high-sensitivity tithable goods are also low. Careful governorship and ideological management mean that Rezlan VI’s population remains loyal, motivated in worship of the Emperor and fundamentally disinterested in what lies outside their world. Space port traffic is limited largely to managing the planet’s plentiful exports or facilitating resupply to its two Astra Militarum regiments: the Rezlan VI Grenzers and the Accario Electric Rifles. 

			Within recent decades, Rezlan VI’s tithe obligations have been increased in line with the enhanced commitments necessitated on all Imperial worlds. In addition, Rezlan VI falls within the perceived sphere of influence of recent t’au expansionary waves. In response to both, a small garrison has been stationed on-planet to ensure that Rezlan VI remains a beacon of harmony within His blessed Imperium.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			


			FILE 2: PICT-CAPTURES FROM NAVAL ENGAGEMENT DURING SECOND BATTLE FOR REZLAN VI

			Pict 1. Taken from an implant recovered from the helmsman of the SUNDERED COVENANT (Cobra-class torpedo ship). Pict shows an Imperial fleet of two dozen identifiable vessels plus support craft and drafted non-Naval elements gathered on the line of attack. Despite Administratum recommendations concerning concentration of force in one area, the Second Battle for Rezlan VI was seen, even at the very highest levels of command, as a foregone conclusion, and so many captains insisted on joining the battle in order to share in the glory.

			Pict 2. Taken from the helmet feed of an Imperial Navy Breacher (dental/genetic ident impossible). Seemingly taken from the viewing port of an attack craft, this seven-second-long clip shows the lead ship, the CAEDES OMNIS, commencing its final attack run, ‘skimming’ the upper atmosphere of Rezlan VI in order to confuse incoming t’au missile fire. While this tactic is technically forbidden in engagements above Imperial-controlled worlds, as the operational commander’s flagship, the Caedes Omnis was free to act as it liked. Several bright spots can be seen in the corner of the image; these are possibly visual aberrations caused by several stealth vessels decloaking within engagement range of the Caedes Omnis.

			Pict 3. Cross-section of the hull of the Caedes Omnis depicting a single contiguous breach through forty-seven decks. This was not the kill shot, and was probably suffered earlier in the battle. However, fragmentary records have suggested that the sealing of bulkheads through the centre of the ship did slow the ability of the Caedes Omnis’ crew to respond to the loss of their bridge.

			Pict 4. From the personal effects of an unknown Astra Militarum tank officer. The shapes in the lower part of the image are probably other Astra Militarum personnel. The dark object emerging from the cloud in the upper part of the image is believed to be the ventral spire of the Caedes Omnis.

			Pict 5. Pict of oil painting His Sword Breaks But His Hand Does Not Waver. Imperial citizens with the time, inclination and permission to consume large volumes of artistic media often imagine the breakup of large vessels as occurring in much the same way as naval vessels in Terran antiquity, as shown in this image, which depicts an Imperial warship (metaphorically representing propriety and good manners) breaking neatly in the centre. In actuality, the sunderings of starfaring vessels are rarely so predictable. The Caedes Omnis remained as a single piece for much of its descent, only beginning to lose structural integrity after the starboard magazines detonated.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			


			FILE 3: DESCRIPTION OF THE PLANET REZLAN VI, FROM THE NAVIS IMPERIALIS COMPLEAT ALMANACK OF LESSER PLANETS (CURRENT EDITION)

			Rezlan VI is a GRADE-BLACK death world. Landing on the planet is strongly discouraged and, at present, largely impossible. This status is subject to review in a century’s time, when the planet will be assessed for radiation, productive activity and predicted lifespan of work units situated on the surface. Early assessments suggest some potential usage as a prison world, while the Adeptus Mechanicus has requested the planetary lease in order to study high buildups of unusual compounds and non-standard social structures that have formed in the planet’s remaining habitable zones. Theoretical studies have been proposed around studying the impact area surrounding the Caedes Omnis, but, as of yet, no explorator team has managed to pass beyond the outer perimeter of the white zone.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			ACT ONE

			THE END
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			CHAPTER 1

			 


			‘It’s time to go.’ 

			Jens never insisted on herself. She was direct but never sharp. Korpsmen never wasted urgency unless death was on the line. Jens was being urgent now; she was already tacked up and masked. Valian knew he had not been asleep for long, and he knew that something had gone wrong. If he had waited for an explanation, it is likely he would have died. Perhaps he trusted Jens or perhaps he simply trusted his own instincts for survival. Either way, he was up and in the saddle a few seconds later. 

			Outside, the men and women of the Astra Militarum drifted dreamily from their tents in slow anarchy. Nobody had answers. Commanders came charging after their troops, mouths full of roared orders and threatened violence, then stopped to join everybody else in gawping, hollow-mawed, eyes full of brightening fire. Valian did not know it, but in ten seconds or so each and every one of these men and women would be blinded for life, which, in this case mercifully, would not be very long.

			He was high in the stirrups. Beneath him, the steed clawed through the dirt and the broken stone and the fallen with idiot ease, all fear of the light, fear of the sound, fear of the other living beings around it bred from it centuries before. Nobody had bred the fear out of Valian, but he had been trained well and so smothered his amygdala with the same thought: of three sentences carved into the great stone portal of the Krieg Cavalry School, the wisdom of some ancient tyrant.

			Cavalry charges are useful at every stage of a battle, and must always be made on the flanks of the infantry. 

			What the infantry begins, the cavalry ends. 

			It requires more courage to suffer than to die. 

			There was a prickling of heat at the back of his greatcoat. Beneath him, skin lifted from yawning skulls in thin black sheets and drifted upwards, like leaves. The world went white. Heat coffined him in his thick leathers and plastek undersuit, welding him by sweat and by terror to his tack. Beneath his legs, the steed pressed forward, ignorant and unstoppable.

			It was day for perhaps two weeks or so. The ride was hardest at the summit of the first ridge, where the winds scoured hard and the heat was at its worst. Once the group were descending, Valian felt the metal fittings on his mask and flak groan in relief. Nobody spoke – there was no time, and no way to give voice to any words, each figure swaddled in hazard clothes and riding in loose file to filter through stony ground, or piles of the dead, or desperate, sprinting packs of the dying. For the first stretch, Valian managed, with one group in ten of these, to raise a clumsy glove from the reins to pointlessly signal that he was friendly, more out of habit than anything else. He stopped eventually. What could he offer? A moment’s pause to deliver the Emperor’s Mercy would kill them all. He kept his hands on the reins and his eyes forward. His gas mask put him in blinkers. 

			Discerning time and distance was impossible. He was sure, on some level, that Jens knew. She had an artillery officer’s head for figures and, as a Krieg-born, had been raised ready to die, so would doubtless be counting steps, triangulating from one burning building to another, cross-comparing the height of the shattered hives in the distance with the planet’s ­diameter. Valian had half-arsed his artillery training. He’d watched the instructor instead and had worked out what noises made him jump and what merely made him flinch. Useless, now. A commissar’s job, as Katarin used to say, was to kill the fleeing, and Valian was fleeing with the rest of them. 

			For the first day, or perhaps the first week, or longer, he bitterly envied the artillery and the tank crews and the Aeronautica, snug in their compartments behind hardened plate and high-grade environmental filters. This envy faded quickly. Once, Rezlan VI had been well developed for heavy traffic, with miles of tunnels and plains of asphalt painted in traffic runes that were visible from orbit. In keeping with planetary reconquest doctrines, this network had been bombed to gravel in the opening days of the war – not to slow the t’au, who used skimmers, but to discourage any civilians from fleeing centres designated for collective punishment. 

			More than once Valian rode past a column of Leman Russes, or Chimeras, or even heavier, stranger machines, turned askew on some shattered road, vehicles caught between the burnt-out husks of mass conveyors and private groundcars owned by those who had thought privilege would save them from Imperial justice. The gene-wrought horses ridden by the majority of the group managed this terrain better than most, but the Krieg steeds strode through the churn like it was clover. Valian remembered diagrams of the creatures’ feet flickering against the dusty walls in the Krieg Cavalry School: ‘Here is the primary foreclaw, hooked to pull down wire and pull out organs.’ 

			His steed was big even by the standards of a warhorse. It had eaten its twin in the vitae womb, had twice the requisite glands, two layers of flat, flak-hard ribs, two sets of mandibles, double-thick muscle bundles, and stood twenty-one hands high. It was pale and hairless, but the stimms had blackened its vascular system, which bulged from beneath its skin like veins in marble. It could ride for a month without pause, without sleep, without food. Valian wondered if he would do the same, or if he would be found, starved and shrivelled in the saddle, the steed beneath his legs powering forwards endlessly into nothing. 

			They kept to the coast. White villas burned on scenic hills. The light had dimmed enough for the riders to turn, but they chose not to. Nobody wanted to know what was behind them. Hesh signalled Jens and asked, with his hands, where they were going. Jens lifted her gloved palm and made a pushing motion: Through. 

			They rode along the burning seawall and into the vast, blessedly cold expanses of the storm drains. During the long, ten-year summers of Rezlan VI, the locals dammed miles of bay and grew fields of gaudy tulips, every bloom drinking twice the fill of a hiver on a crueller world. They were hand-picked – not without loss of life – then shipped to the anterooms of minor nobles light years away. Here, they were presented alongside cards that, in small, neat type, described how many people had died harvesting them and how far they had come, which was less vulgar than simply stating their cost.

			When Valian had arrived a few months ago, the people had hung garlands round his and his troops’ necks – the last flowers that would ever grow on this world. 

			Even in the dark and the cool of the drains, the riders dared not stop. On the surface, vox had been spotty. The few transmissions that did break through the choking air were confused and panicky but spoke of walls of fire and tens of thousands dead, the speakers reading their coordinates with the same reverence as catechisms, as if there were anything that could be done to save them. There was a mile or so of rockcrete above the riders now, but Valian was unsure if it would be sufficient to protect them.

			Still, the riders were only human. They stopped at a junction, a cathedral of flat stone designed to hold an ocean captive until it was needed. Some collapsed and did not stand. Their comrades took their horses and lashed them to their own. Valian looked to Jens. She shook her head and cupped a hand to where her ear would be, beneath her gas mask. Valian listened. In the dark, invisible reaches above, something huge was breaking. The seawall had been breached after all. He was away and galloping in seconds, with the wiser and faster of the other riders following shortly after. As fire and light had roared behind them above, water and darkness now roared below. 

			Valian had read somewhere, before they had landed, of the great pride Rezlan VI’s planetary authority took in their crisis resilience. For the emergency systems to fail, four separate generators would have to go offline simultaneously. All four were sealed permanently in ancient mineshafts long since filled with rockcrete, each staffed by pale, eyeless engine-clans conditioned for millennia to believe failure was worse than death. On the ceiling above him the emergency lumens dimmed, then flickered, then winked out, one by one. The great hollow sound of the water howled off the walls, and in the dark, Valian hoped he was riding the right way. 

			The exit tunnel was partially blocked with rubble. They had to dismount to continue. Valian went first, then his steed. Valian had to hold his breath to pass through the narrowest point. It requires more courage to suffer than to die, it requires more courage to suffer than to die. His steed shouldered through the broken rock placidly, even as it scraped its flesh. There were rumours, on Krieg, among the other commissars, of wild subterranean packs of beasts, galloping down forgotten access tunnels.

			Valian waited until he saw Jens come out of the tunnel. The sky was black and the ground gleamed white with ash. It looked soft. He lay down, and collapsed into sleep’s sticky, crushing embrace.
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			CHAPTER 2

			 


			Valian awoke in a pile of greatcoats and gnarled, restless bodies. Cold and exhausted, the riders had clustered together, save for Jens, who would not even shake hands unless under great sufferance and thus had chosen to fall a small distance away. She was twisting and shivering under the spell of whatever nightmares a Korpsman was capable of having. Considering that made Valian shiver too. 

			He made to stand and immediately resented having tried to sleep. Rest was a poor cousin to stimms. His body had recovered enough to begin truly feeling out its many aches and for the life-giving adrenaline to evaporate. He was on the foul backwash of the pills now, the days of aches and cold sweats and irritability.

			He reached into his pocket and fetched the blister. Three left, little white affirmations marked with ++ALACRITY++ and ++FORTITUDE++ and ++­VIGILANCE++. Enough for perhaps five days, if he spaced them out exactly. A full week, if he halved them. Or – and it was tempting – two hours of demi-godhood and grinding teeth, followed shortly by death, if he swallowed them all at once. 

			Valian considered his options and, as ever, resolved that it required more courage to suffer than to die. He cracked ++ALAC from RITY++ and washed it down with a steely swig of canteen water. It didn’t make him feel any less exhausted, but it did make his legs itch too much to lie down any more. 

			Valian stood and beheld the end of the world. 

			Rezlan VI was, before the war, an abundantly habitable planet. Most of the Imperial worlds Valian had served on had been in a kind of managed, productive collapse, with various industries racing against rapidly declining air quality to extract as much value from them as possible. Rezlan VI tithed high-quality citizens, high-development-level goods and, it was rumoured, old-growth wood for the vanities of various ecclesiarchs and dignitaries. The planet’s citizens dwelled in some cyclopean ancestor of the hives found across the Imperium, arcologies that sprawled rather than towered, permitting sun even to the thralls and indentured who scuttled in the lower levels. The primary continent was covered in huge forests. Even now, even after the long ride away from the impact site, the air stank of burning oak. 

			Jens had said something about ‘east’ before they mounted up and began their long ride into night. This looked nothing like the ‘east’ of Rezlan VI. This looked like the rood in a particularly grim Ecclesiarchal chapel. The sky resembled a cavern roof, all towering pillars of black smoke. Only the odd flash of lightning within its bowels revealed that it was deep and permeable, not solid. One horizon glowered a deep, searing red, blinking occasionally with renewed brightness. It cast the scrubby ground in a grim light. Perhaps, in the sun, the great salted expanse near the coastal defences would have had a bleak kind of prettiness. It was just bleak now. The dunes were collapsing upon themselves; the hardy sea grasses planted here some millennia before to hold the coasts in stasis were dying. Great rockcrete towers marked regular intervals, perhaps a mile or so apart, stretching seemingly infinitely into the horizon. Ladders and lights hinted temptingly at shelter and civilisation – Valian briefly allowed himself decadent thoughts of nutrient pastes and ration bars – but it would be no good. These were the monsoon defences. Every rainy season, grav-tenders rode out to each, pulled out the last season’s damp-ruined servitors, and plugged in a fresh batch for tele­metry and monitoring. The air should have been brisk and full of salt wash, but it was hot and thick and smelled wrong, even through the mask. 

			Valian went to wake Jens before the others. He used her name, rather than a nudge of his foot. Barely kinder, as both caused her to cringe and start. But, still, barely kinder was kinder.

			‘Morning, Jens.’

			She was up sharper than Valian had managed. Someone had once explained to him that Korpsmen didn’t really sleep; it had been bred out of them. He couldn’t remember if it had been a tutor or just rumours among the cadet-commissars. Jens gave little indication of tiredness. 

			‘Morning, commissar. Rare to see you awake before I am.’ 

			‘Indeed. And without recaff, too. These are strange times, aren’t they?’

			The horizon glowered. It was definitely getting brighter in the west, and on Rezlan VI, the sun rose in the east. Both Jens and Valian noticed, and noticed each other noticing, and thus did not remark on it directly. 

			‘Any idea what happened?’ he asked.

			‘Lots of transmissions before we set off and the vox went down. Lance strike seems plausible, sir.’ 

			‘From ours? I didn’t think the t’au could do this. Not their style.’ 

			‘Some were saying collision.’

			‘What, debris?’

			‘No. Bigger.’ 

			Valian remembered the rush of hot air all around him, miles of atmosphere displaced by something vast. He had a better idea of what might have happened here than he would have liked. He turned from Jens and the horizon to look at the rest of the riders. 

			By now, they were stirring. They were maggot-like as they rose, white and undifferentiated. When they stood and shook themselves down, something of rank and discipline returned. None from Krieg – they were still in reserve in the south, far from the inferno. Half a dozen Attilans, their fur caps thick with corpse dust. A shabby figure in a leather surcoat marked with once-colourful heraldry and antique survival gear: perhaps a feudal-worlder. A Cadian, who managed to look miserable even swaddled in face-covering hostile environment kit. And – Valian realised he had almost missed them – another commissar, clad in some strange hybrid of Attilan battle dress and Officio Prefectus splendour. They turned to face Valian. Valian nodded. They nodded back.

			‘Shang, Maximilian.’ 

			‘Hesh, Valian. Fortunate we should both live.’ 

			Shang’s eyes flicked behind a respirator mask, looking to the churning sky, then back to Valian. He did not reply. He said something curt in Attilan and turned to his riders. 

			The horses were a short distance away, tethered to a piece of driftwood. The Krieg steeds simply stood still where Valian and Jens had left them. 

			Jens busied herself with checking the survival kit. Somewhere, before the end of the world, she had acquired a set of environmental testing equipment, a little laboratory of vials and dials and reactive paper slips. Valian wandered to her to survey the damage. Jens had a testing slip in one hand. It was jet black. 

			‘How’s the air?’

			‘Not good. Getting worse. We’ll need to move soon.’

			‘Good enough for a quick breather?’ Valian was desperate to get the mask off. The straps were cutting him deeply, and the lenses were filthy to the point of almost blinding him. 

			‘I can give you ten minutes, sir.’ 

			‘Say I’m a commissar and I can swing a new pair of lungs after this is all over?’ 

			‘Augmetic or vat-grown, sir?’

			‘Split the difference.’ 

			‘An hour. You’ll regret it, though.’

			Valian waved his hand dismissively and slipped off his mask. His face immediately felt huge and red, and the air stank even worse. Jens, to her continued credit, did not remark upon his first, spluttering breaths. Throne, it was foul. He managed to force down a few gritty lungfuls of air, and set about trying to imagine the future. It took his eyes a moment to adjust to the haze. Under the black sky, the landscape was like a staticky pict of the seafloor of some other dead planet – rocks, sand, dying vegetation, runtish fires too oxygen-starved to really rage.

			Valian drew himself up and attempted to look impressive. It was hard to say if he succeeded. Militarum Prefectus tailoring had done its best for Hesh. His lank frame looked almost bulky in his chemical-hardened greatcoat and breastplate, and he was almost tall in his heeled cavalry boots and peaked cap. Katarin had said that he had hive-rat blood – that he had been some ganger’s unwanted scion before being offered into the merciless embrace of the Schola Progenium. He felt uncomfortable with the mask off. Days of riding had melted his lank hair to his scalp, and removing his mask had freed enough strands to tickle his face. He reminded himself to start expressing with his face again – he was picking up the Krieg habit of holding his features slack, mouth slightly agape, so the mask would sit as comfortably as possible. His nose was rubbed raw, always slightly too large. He had dark eyes, and right now, they were dark-ringed. In the shaving mirror, as Valian attempted to groom himself, they looked like they belonged to a Krieg steed. 

			Jens watched as he attempted to straighten himself out. Jens almost never removed her mask. When they had first started serving together, at the start of the Rezlan VI campaign, he had found it difficult to pick her out from other Korpsmen. Only her uniform was a guide. When they ate – When there had still been food, thought Valian – she had pulled her mask up and wolfed down her rations, showing only thin, scarred lips and uneven teeth. Valian had fastidiously looked away, out of politeness, until she asked him to stop. Valian was confused. 

			‘I thought you Krieg like not to be looked at?’

			‘I am uncomfortable being the object of attention. When you’re looking away, I feel very central in your attention, sir.’

			Valian did not volunteer to change his behaviour, as that would have mortified Jens further. Instead, he practised a kind of looking through her when removing the mask was absolutely necessary, and she tensed and winced less when she removed it. She had been partially reconstructed when Valian took her on. Korpsmen were not, by and large, made to last, and were never made for appearances. It was considered tasteless to speculate as to where they came from, but none emerged from the deep warrens of the planet unscathed. Poisons in the air and soil of Krieg and brutal careers left most hardly recognisable as human. But the chirurgeons had done well by Jens – in the dim, she could have looked like a deep-hiver. She kept her hair short: a bayonet-cut every week or two, when length threatened to interfere with duty. Her eyes were constantly in motion. Not fear, or anxiety, but observation. Here, as the planet collapsed, Valian found himself doing the same thing.
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			CHAPTER 3

			 


			They had ridden a long way on instinct. Now, they tried to remember their orders. There were fallback points, contingencies, theoretical reserve waves to be joined. The north held certain death, and so they went south; Jens channelled their path towards checkpoints and landmarks. 

			At the first – little more than a patch of flat earth large enough to land a Valkyrie, and a few decaying sheds – there was not much time for anything save shaking the dust out of cavalry boots and offering brief remembrances for the lost. Some stayed behind, ostensibly to wait for the others, but likely through sheer exhaustion. The rest kept to the coastline, where the spray of the endless grey sea helped keep their mounts cool and cleaned the air a little. Even through Krieg-grade air filters, something was obviously very wrong with the atmosphere. There was a certain awkwardness to the group, now that their lives were safe. Immediate peril had been supplanted by the same dim dread every soldier of the Astra Militarum possesses. 

			Valian and Shang, the commissar to the Attilans, made a show of shaking hands. It did the line troops well to see the Officio Prefectus work in harmony – or, at least, so the manuals had it. Shang gripped hard, as if daring Valian to wince. Valian endured. Jens and the Attilans looked on impassively. They broke into little groups. 

			The Attilans gathered around their commissar and shot nervous looks at Valian and Jens. The feudal-worlder was talking to them in something resembling Low Gothic: likely some kind of horseman’s creole. The other commissar doubtless spoke something mutually intelligible to Valian but, at present, was refusing to. Valian signalled Jens. 

			‘Do you know where we need to go next?’

			‘Yes, sir. Based on where we are, there should be a fallback point a couple of days’ ride from here. Provided the terrain’s the same, I have a route.’

			‘Good. I want you to pull out the maps, and I want you to spend the next ten minutes or so pretending to plan that route.’ 

			‘Certainly, sir.’ 

			Jens never questioned an order. She did, however, hesitate over the ones she didn’t agree with, or understand. She was waiting now. Valian indulged her.

			‘Of course, Jens, as you know, this will make us look like we know what we’re doing through practical demonstration, which, at present, seems more useful than describing it.’

			Jens nodded and set about the maps. ‘As you say, sir.’ 

			Jens’ labours had the desired effect. The presence of the maps gave the little gathering of broken, exhausted riders an officious feel, as if this were some stop on a reconnaissance: Apocalypse sighted at the following coordinates, good surety, returning to base. Nobody was ready to talk about the fire on the horizon yet, so everyone busied themselves with small, fussy tasks. They wanted to again live in a world where polishing saddles and cleaning boots was important, and so pretended it was so. Valian watched the Attilans closely. They had ridden exceptionally well. Valian had his Krieg steed, good hazard kit, and the stimms; it had only been an hour or so, but RITY++ was already burning a hole in his pocket. The Attilans rode more-or-less conventional horses. They had an honour culture and lived for the charge, the glory of victory, the grim thrill of pursuit. It was nothing like the bitter, persistent practices of the Death Korps. Yet, they had come through with Jens and Valian. 

			There was little talk as they moved on. The howling wind and bleakness of their situation made conversation almost impossible, and thus they shared military banalities, instructions and little else. Valian rode alongside Jens. The two knew each other too well to speak; they had their little commissar-and-adjutant routine, but generally let each other be. He liked this in Korpsmen in general and in Jens in particular. It was the role of the Krieg commissar to talk about his troops more than to them. To Valian’s surprise, when the Attilans did pluck up the courage to ask questions, it was not about Jens or Valian himself but their horses. 

			The Imperium’s campaign on Rezlan had been concentrated in the north, where the fires still shone bright. Brighter, perhaps. They came across a river. On Jens’ maps, it was a thin blue line, marked with fords. When they arrived, the waters were high, rough and dark. Jens and one of the Attilans went riding to find a safe place to cross; the rest made camp while they waited. The Attilans were huddled round the feudal-worlder, pointing towards Valian. He felt uneasy. He had made a good career anticipating conflict. Something about being looked at and spoken about like this made his skin itch. There was further dickering, and then one rider was brave enough to approach. Valian kept his shoulders square. If things did turn violent, the steed was well trained. It would shatter the Attilan’s spine before he or Valian could draw a weapon.

			The feudal-worlder was with the Attilan. This close, Valian could see she was an old woman, or perhaps a young woman made old by the privations of her world. It was hard to tell with these types. She had a kind face. Valian had never had a mother – he briefly thought of Katarin and shivered – but he suspected this was what they were meant to look like. She introduced herself. 

			‘Ashe Godehand, Ninety-Fourth Chirus Levy, if it please you, lord. Equine and human chirurgeon.’ Valian winced behind his mask, and Ashe seemed to notice. ‘Worry not, sir. Once you’ve taken a piece of shrapnel out of the flank of a kicking palfrey, anything smaller is easy.’

			Valian nodded. ‘Very good.’ He resolved to not become unwell in any capacity during this ride. ‘How can I assist you?’

			Ashe presented the Attilan. ‘My friend here has a question for you.’ 

			Valian braced himself and glanced to Shang. This had the feeling of a discipline issue, but the man had his arms folded and was looking away. He was tense, though. Something was going to happen, and he was not going to intervene. 

			Valian had been here before, when conflicts went to shit. It always started this way: Hello, sir. Me and the lads were wondering, how many of us could you kill now it’s just you and us? How’s your aim when you’re not staring at the back of some poor bastard’s head? Do you think they’ll believe us when we tell them you got lost?

			Something glimmered in the Attilan’s eyes. Wait, was it… fear?

			Ashe placed a gentle hand on the rider’s shoulder. ‘He’s only here to kill the bad ones. Ask your question.’

			The Attilan’s speech was halting – an odd mix of horse-tongue, technical language and some Gothic terms. Ashe helped translate.

			‘Your horse is very impressive.’

			‘It’s not a horse. It’s a Krieg steed.’ 

			The Attilan looked at Valian like he was very stupid, or perhaps playing a joke. It was not an unkind expression. Whatever the case, it seemed to loosen his tongue. 

			‘Yes. Kriegsteed. This is the kind of horse it is.’

			The man spoke more slowly and asked several more questions, largely about the speed, size, and capabilities of the steed. 

			‘How fast can it run?’ 

			‘Sixty miles per hour at a sprint. Faster if necessary, but it’s bad for the knees.’ 

			‘Are they all this big?’

			‘No. This one is special.’

			‘What do you feed it?’

			‘Chemicals. It has a very efficient metabolism.’ Valian gestured to the steed’s flanks. It was thinning out rapidly, breaking down the long-store fat reserves to sustain itself. Where the muscle was strongest, you could see the cables of muscle drawn tight under the skin. It could run like this for a very long time.

			‘What if you run out of chemicals?’

			‘We can procure sustenance locally.’ 

			Valian’s euphemism proved untranslatable, and both Ashe and the Attilan looked confused, so he tapped the skull on his belt buckle knowingly and made a kind of gnashing motion with his hand. The Attilan looked impressed and hollered something back to his comrades, to mutterings and confederation and murmurs of approval. Then, suddenly, the Attilan was pensive and shy again. He beckoned Valian close for a final question.

			‘What is her name?’ 

			‘It doesn’t have a name. And it isn’t a she. It’s a thing.’

			The Attilan made a clicking sound and muttered a dark little phrase in his native tongue, and began frantically conferring with Ashe, who looked apologetic and began translating. 

			‘He says that he knows that it’s a she because it smells like one. And it needs a name, because it’s carried you through death. You should sing a song of thanks. He will help you with the words. But he needs your steed’s name.’ 

			Valian decided it would be impolitic to refuse, but could not muster the sincerity to name the steed himself. It would be like naming a lasgun, or a helmet, or a flak vest. Krieg steeds were machines of flesh; they came hypno-trained and mercilessly conditioned. Replacing one was a matter of paperwork. Fortunately, as if by divine intervention, Jens was returning. He invoked his privilege and delegated the task to his prefectus militant. 

			‘Jens! Who’s your favourite saint?’

			Jens paused. ‘It seems inappropriate to present a preference, sir.’ 

			‘But – if you had to choose one.’

			Another pause. Jens wrestled with discomfort, and Valian expected no answer at all – but the Korpsman found one. 

			‘Alicia Dominica, sir. The Persistent.’ 

			‘It’ll do.’ Valian turned his attention back to Ashe and the Attilan. ‘Tell him the steed is called Alice.’ 

			The Attilan was mollified. Valian realised, with some dread, that the name was going to stick. 

			They made the crossing. A military transporter had washed in from further upstream and made a temporary bridge where it had become stuck between two rocks. One side was almost black, save for the outlines of wide-armed human figures. Flash burn. At least it had been quick. These rivers were fed by mountains in the north. How far had this calamity spread? And what poisons were now washing south in the wind and the waves? 

			It was growing colder, now. The sky was still dark; the sun had yet to pierce the huge columns of ashen cloud that choked the heavens. The glow behind them had become a deep, deep red. ‘Atmospheric scattering,’ explained Jens. ‘Same brightness, but it’s travelled through more air. You see it with atomics. And at home, on the surface.’ 

			The Attilans had warmed a little. They nodded at Valian. He suspected they did not admire him as much as they did Alice, as much as the steed, but he had a kind of honour as its rider. He could work with this. He made a great show of tacking up and down, monitoring the steed’s adrenal levels – always high, no matter how placid it seemed – and letting its mask down, just a little, to show off the outer edges of its maxillary tusks. They treated Jens as if she was not there. Ashe explained why. 

			‘They think she’s dead, lord. It wouldn’t be respectful to distract her.’

			‘I’m not sure I follow, Ashe.’ 

			‘It’s a hard word to translate. It’s not quite like “dead”. It’s more like… “horseless”.’ The old woman looked apologetic, and a little conspiratorial, as if sharing a sly joke with Valian about the primitive beliefs of the Attilans. 

			‘What do you think, Ashe?’

			‘I think your adjutant prefers to be left alone, and I think she’s working very hard and deserves it. Besides’ – the feudal-worlder looked secretive – ‘everyone knows the dead live in the sun, with the Emperor. Which reminds me, lord – if you have a moment, when He shows His face again, will you pass on some prayers for me?’ 

			Valian considered his instructions about maintaining Imperial doctrine, and looked at the great black columns of the dying sky. 

			‘Of course, Ashe. Dismissed.’ 

			They rode on.
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			CHAPTER 4

			 


			Jens had marked a thin line of way points on her charts: listening posts and supply sites and a few sparse civilian hubs whose resources could be claimed without resistance. They trailed from the high mountains that broke the burning north from the south. The first was a refuelling point for air freight feeding the war, a squat structure nestled in stony foothills. Naturally, it was abandoned. This was not surprising; the final offensive on Rezlan VI had drawn almost every regiment on the planet into the gyre of war. Everyone knew that this was going to be the big one – a combined assault with the Guard on the ground and the Navy in orbit. A career-maker for officers, a good story for the enlisted, and for the dead, a high sconce on a shrine world for your honoured skull. Valian wondered if they had passed this garrison’s defenders on their way south, perhaps in the charred Chimeras, or burning cairns of bodies near the impact site. This way station had been ransacked, however. The guardian servitors had been ripped from their cables, the vox had been stripped for parts, and the ration stores were empty. 

			Worryingly, the munitions stores were untouched. Racks of lasguns gleamed in the darkness. Valian called to Jens. 

			‘Here’s a puzzle. I want you to think it through.’ 

			Jens scanned the way station.

			‘People have been through recently,’ she said. ‘They didn’t fight here. They took all the food and left the weapons. Not t’au. Hungry civilians, perhaps.’ 

			Valian shook his head. ‘Civilians would have taken the weapons. And the servitors would have fired on them when they got close. The only people who could have accessed this place without bloodshed are Militarum. They took down the servitors so we couldn’t get into their records and identify them.’

			‘So things are also bad in the south, sir.’ 

			‘I think that’s a good assumption, Jens.’ 

			The looters had not quite taken everything – there were two half-full tubes of nutrient paste left in the servitors’ auto-sconces. Valian rationed them out to the riders one grey, greasy spoonful at a time. They could hardly digest it, but it would fill their stomachs for a while. He gave most of his to Alice. Her metabolism was better able to process the stuff, and Krieg steeds were not burdened with a sense of taste. He kept his palms flat while he fed her. The Attilans stared and nodded. Starvation had drawn her skin almost flush against the bone. With her mask off, you could see the long, sharp bones of her secondary mandibles shifting as she chewed. It was enough to keep riding a little longer.

			After two days, they were deep in Imperial-controlled territory. They should have been intercepted and identified several times by now, but they passed seemingly unnoticed. It had always been a barren, miserable place, these borderlands between the prosperous north and the rustic south. There were scattered townships, all long abandoned, home before the war to protein farmers, or long-distance haulers, or work gangs whose crimes were too small to see them assigned to the Grenzers or executed. Bunks that had once been slept in by the punished were luxuries now, assigned by lots. 

			There was, in theory, a ring of Imperial bastions designed to cover any retreat from the north, flash-cast or dropped from orbit at the start of the campaign. They had never been fully occupied. Those that had been garrisoned were abandoned, with cryptic notes on their cogitators about something involving the warmaster and his battleship. In one, the cogitators had not been touched at all, thin plastek sheets still covering their glassy screens. All were empty of food or medicine. Some had clearly been ransacked, others had never been supplied – perhaps lost in transit, perhaps traded away by some quartermaster confident they would never be needed. Still, the air inside was cleaner than that outside. Some dying system cycled the dust and fallout beyond the walls with the stale air of the interior, and it was possible to sleep without a mask. Valian followed Jens’ example and kept his on.
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			CHAPTER 5

			 


			The riders awoke to the sound of vast engines, too loud and too dirty to be t’au. Jens triangulated the location to a space port nearby. Nothing elaborate – a mere rockcrete pad and the equipment for loading grain hoppers. They rode hard for hours to the coordinates. And then there it was, in the distance. A miracle. A Militarum bulk hauler squatted on a landing pad, its surface webbed with gantries and abuzz with maintenance crews, soldiers, and who knows what else. 

			It was a difficult thing to approach. Its huge size played tricks on the riders; they travelled for miles but it barely grew. An old road hove out of the dust, and Valian felt Alice untense as she moved from the unsteady ground onto flat asphalt. For a moment, the burning on the horizon was like a sunset, the clouds a little less dark and towering, the vast, iron bulk of the hauler in the distance as comforting to the soldiers of the Imperium as it was terrifying to their enemies. And then, there was someone in the road, rendered almost shapeless by hazard gear. They were waving their arms and signalling and shouting. Valian saw Krieg battle-sign, a little Savlar, and stranger signals besides. None of it was good. The figure was running towards them. The riders tensed – not in fear of the figure, who, even exhausted, they could run down easily, but in anticipation of bad news. 

			‘No good!’ it was yelling. ‘No good. Turn back!’

			Valian took the lead. ‘What regiment are you from? Who’s your commanding officer?’

			‘No good! Bad up ahead! Turn back!’ 

			‘What’s happened? Is your vox working?’

			‘Bad! No good! Turn back!’

			It was waving furiously now, clearly agitated. Valian tried explaining himself again. He removed his mask and began to mouth, slowly and clearly. The figure just continued to wave and yell with muffled but obvious annoyance.

			‘Too big! No fuel! Can’t launch, turn back!’

			‘Do you need aid? How many people are here?’

			‘Turn back! No good! Staying here! No room!’

			‘We can take your–’

			‘No room! No room!’ The figure seemed furious now – there was a breathlessness to it. The lander squatted on the horizon. There were more figures emerging in the distance, in the same bulky hazard suits as this one. They were signalling to each other; Valian caught prepare and danger. He turned and signalled to his own riders. 

			They turned around. Shang drew up alongside Hesh. 

			‘This could be our last chance off-world.’

			‘Not without death.’

			Shang looked sceptical. ‘Not very Commissarial of you. Death is what those things are for.’ He inclined his head to Jens, without subtlety. She did not react. The figures behind were stopping, now. Taking position. Valian chose his words carefully.

			‘I’m here to prevent action that would result in the unacceptable wastage of Militarum assets. Krieg or otherwise.’

			Shang snorted and gestured for the group to withdraw. Valian let him have that. 

			They rode along the road to dimming shouts of ‘No good! No room!’ until the road once again faded into the dust and the dirt. 

			The riders held council when they next made camp. Jens spread her map out before the group. Valian had instructed her to be solemn and let it speak for itself, and so, one by one, she crossed off the various rally points and bastions before her. At last, only one remained. When Jens and Valian had conspired before this little piece of theatre, she had been reluctant. 

			‘Everyone knows what this part is. The labels already present on the map are sufficient.’

			‘I agree. I’d like you to write the name out in full all the same.’

			A brief silence, coming close to, but never quite touching, noncompliance. Hesh softened his tone. 

			‘I want you to observe what happens when they read it.’

			Jens had nodded. 

			She was as neat as an auto-scribe. Even the Attilans at the back of the huddle and their commissar, who made a show of not participating in any situation where Valian appeared to have the upper hand, could read it.

			The place had borne many names throughout the campaign, all prosaic collections of numbers and processes. Now, though, it had a single purpose, and a single name. 

			Below the symbol for a space port, Jens’ words read: 

			POINT OF ABSOLUTE FAILURE.

			The riders said nothing; they merely marked the distance between where they were now and where they needed to go. Two days’ ride. Within reach.
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			CHAPTER 6

			 


			They were far enough now from the devastation to look at it, although not directly. They were within reach of the Point of Absolute Failure, and perhaps a dozen days away from the catastrophe of the north, which had not diminished with time or distance. Even miles and miles away, Valian could feel the heat and force of it. And then, a shadow passed across the new horizon’s glowering eye. 

			Jens was the first to realise what it was. She was discreet and pulled Valian aside as they made camp. 

			‘Contacts. Close ones, too. Moving fast.’ 

			‘Reinforcements? Patrols? We’re deep in the Imperial sector now.’ 

			Jens shook her head. ‘Too fast, wrong shapes.’ 

			Valian considered the possibilities. The t’au hated a good, solid front line. Deep insertions like this were common. But they preferred to strike first, fast and hard. A slow pursuit like this was outside of their understood combat doctrine. Of course, there was the possibility they had been caught out. Perhaps, like Hesh and the rest of the riders, they had been fleeing the disaster on the other side of the planet, and now were trapped on the wrong side of the wire, desperately trying to escape. 

			Instinctively, Valian’s hand went to his sabre. ‘How many were there?’

			Jens was silent. She hated to guess.

			‘Permission to speculate, Jens.’

			‘I’d rather not, sir.’ 

			‘And if I ordered you?’

			‘I’d say there’s more than one and fewer than a battalion, and that’s all I can suggest with confidence.’ 

			There was a pause. Valian was unsure if the Korpsman was attempting humour. He did not press the point.

			Valian did not see the pursuers for a long time. But all of the riders felt their presence. They kept a closer formation. They rode around buildings and did not search them for supplies. There was something about the bare, even earth that began to feel treacherous. On Rezlan, the t’au had begun their war as cleanly as possible. Every sector was leaflet-dropped before a bombing; fighting was kept to closely ordained zones. Harm to non-combatants, as the vox-broadcasts that slipped through the net proclaimed, was to be avoided wherever possible. After several Imperial attacks, the leaflet drops stopped, and the t’au let their kroot mercenaries slip the leash. According to the Imperial Truth, the kroot were no smarter than animals: a lesser species condemned to a lesser role. Valian had seen their handiwork – the results of wirebombs and maulings from alien beasts and footsnare mines – and considered that the kroot would, were they not xenos, have made excellent allies to the Imperium. 

			The vox remained almost unusable, but a new voice had unmistakably joined the shortrange. Someone close by. To half-listen to it, it made sense. The cadence and rhythm sounded exactly like that of a lifetime vox-officer. On closer examination, it was gibberish. It called out positions at random, or clicked through call signs and target codes that corresponded to nothing. 

			‘Coming in now we have ninerninerniner ordnancing on six calling all squads calling calling everyone alldead alldead.’ 

			Turning off the vox without sufficient authorisation was unthinkable for the Death Korps, and punished in other regiments in a number of baroque and unusual ways – one of the Attilans pointedly gestured at a scarred nub on the side of their head where an ear had been. So the riders went on, accompanied by the sound of nonsense. Occasionally, though, the words seemed to slip into lucidity. They passed another broken listening post, and the vox picked up, almost excited: ‘Incomingincomingincoming xenos on every front numbers look verygood numbers coming in everywhere calling all sectors helpushelpus.’ 

			The riders took a moment to check the post as the babble continued. There had been a struggle here. No bodies, though. And no food. The Cadian worked it out first. He beckoned Valian over with a conspiratorial finger, and Valian steeled himself for some miserable anecdote or conspiratorial remark. He was half right. 

			‘Look,’ the Cadian murmured. ‘No plasma burns. Almost no external damage at all. Folks that took this post didn’t shoot. Attilans know it. They’re hoping we’re too slow. And this.’ He shifted a fallen console with his combat boot. There were three discoloured pieces of material on the bare rockcrete, slightly damp. One of them bore the faint, acid-stained remains of the aquila; another, a name, now unreadable. ‘Kroot scat. Did a tour in Damocles. They eat men whole and throw up the rest. Blues have sicked the people-eaters on us.’ 

			The vox continued to gabble: ‘Toomanyonus they took the officer requesting artillery requesting air support requesting evac requesting a doublebig ration very urgent and confirmatory.’

			Valian had served enough to know that Imperial troops suffered enormously under pursuit. Even the most pallid shift-drone in the Imperium learnt from birth to hate aliens he would never see; the presence of the kroot reminded the riders that they were retreating, and that they were in no fit state to fight. 

			The kroot presented specific challenges to morale, too. There was something inherently despicable about the t’au home troops: their sanctimonious offers of peace, made even as their close-assault squads purged the trenches in pulses of blue light; their proclamations of superiority, printed in poorly translated Low Gothic on the posters that drifted into the strongpoints of railgun-shocked troops. The t’au took prisoners, too. It was official policy to execute any Guardsmen who allowed themselves to be taken captive, but in practice, regimental commanders turned a blind eye to those escapees who returned, provided their stories were good enough. The kroot, though… Hating them didn’t help. They seemed to know they were hateful. The vids showing their cannibal feasts only enhanced their aura of horror; the diagrams of their shrivelled brains were little comfort to any troops caught in one of their traps. As the ride continued, a tension set in. Even the Attilans clumped together and murmured, falling silent whenever the vox squawked to life. They skipped camp every second night.

			‘Still pursuing?’ Valian was down to the last dregs of ++VIGILANCE++ now.

			Jens nodded her head. ‘They’re keeping pace.’ 

			Valian considered the situation. 

			‘They’re casualty-averse,’ he said. ‘They’ll attack when they think they have a decisive advantage. Which means they don’t right now.’

			‘But they’re still pursuing us.’

			‘So they’re counting on getting an opportunity.’

			Valian considered the state of the riders. They were exhausted. Shang was still stealing dark looks at him. Any fighting would be ugly. The kroot knew it. Even a victory would require risk and bloodshed. And doubtless, despite their bravery and how far they had come, some of the troops would flee. Not Jens. Probably not Ashe. Medics stuck to their guns to the very end. But the Cadian was unsteady on his feet, and injury could mean unreliability. And some of the Attilans were fresh. Unblooded. Probably relegated to scout duty until now. A couple of them would break, and it would fall to their commissar to restore order. Let’s see him whisper about my ghost soldiers after he’s shot one of his own. 

			‘Jens, gather everyone together. We’re going to attack.’

			‘Don’t you need quorum on a command decision like that, sir?’

			‘I want you to record that given exceptional circumstances, I decided to take the initiative, but I’m going to offer my honoured comrade the chance to refuse the opportunity to bring the fight to the xenos deep in ostensibly Imperial-controlled territory.’

			‘Very good, sir.’

			‘I think so too.’ 

			The war council was a dark, surreptitious little affair. Valian had Ashe brew a pot of foul-smelling recaff and gathered the riders into a loose circle. 

			‘Look like you’re breaking for rations. Nothing more. We’re being watched.’ Valian drew a line in the sand with studied, careful laziness. ‘We think they’re here. They’re better suited to the ground than we are, but we think we have the numbers. Don’t all look at me. Don’t look like we’re planning anything.’ 

			The riders took their turns staring at the dirt, as if disappointed, or merely glancing down while getting their recaff. On the horizon, something shifted. 

			‘We’re going to split into two groups. At the end of this briefing, I want you’ – Valian gestured to Shang, who was as stony as ever – ‘to ride off with your troops. There’s an abandoned fuelling station up ahead. We’ll have space for manoeuvres, but there’s enough cover to eat into their range advantage.’ Valian stole a glance at Jens, who had found the spot on the map. She gave a nod too small for anyone apart from Valian to notice. He continued.

			‘I’ll take Ashe and the rest of the riders. We’ll head to the fuelling station, you can circle at a distance.’

			Shang said nothing and looked to his troops. At last he spoke. ‘Excellent plan, commissar. And so decisive, too.’ He paused, then said something else, this time in Attilan. 

			The message was passed up the line; Ashe translated.

			‘He says that he wants to know why you’re acting as the bait, seeing as you’re a coward and a killer.’ She stumbled on the last pair of words, looking apologetically to Valian.

			Shang was looking at Hesh steadily, as if there had been no insult. He had a hand on the pommel of his riding sabre.

			Valian had long trained himself not to react to provocations like this. ‘Practicality,’ he said. ‘You’re a more coherent unit, and you look it. Faced with a choice, the kroot will go for the scraps.’ And, if they’ve got the strength for a counter-attack, you’ll have to bear the brunt of it. 

			The commissar stood up and issued a command to the Attilans, who scrambled to their feet. The one Valian had spoken to most – young, curious, unblooded – gave Valian an apologetic look. Valian let them leave.

			Jens spoke first. ‘Looks like they’re following the plan, sir.’

			The Attilans had saddled up very quickly. Valian watched them ride off. ‘Let’s hope so.’
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			CHAPTER 7

			 


			The Krieg steeds were as placid as ever, but Alice felt hot to the touch. She had started glanding adrenaline and low-grade combat stimms of her own accord. She had a good nose for violence. Ashe was on her palfrey without much incident, despite the bulk of her gear. The Cadian was the slowest, and as stubborn as any from his broken world. His presence was a source of shameful relief for Valian – it was good to know that if one of them was caught, it would certainly be the Cadian. They took off in rough order, Valian making surreptitious hand signs commanding the unit to break step. This couldn’t look like an ambush. They had to appear as if they were rapidly losing cohesion and would make easy prey. Valian was uncomfortable with how convincing the illusion already looked. They kept at a gallop. 

			Jens signalled Valian – They’re approaching – and he dared a look over his shoulder. Sure enough, a dozen or so long-limbed creatures had cleared the ridge and were now skirring down in a cloud of dust. Throne, they moved fast on foot. The riders were still caught out in the open, and the Attilans had broken wide. Getting caught under sustained fire out here would be hellish, and their intelligence was non-existent. Diving into the kroot position mindless of their reinforcements would be suicide. Alice’s blood chemistry was growing richer by the moment; Valian could feel her tense and flex even under the saddle. She was gripping the dirt hard, leaving long tracks with every stride. 

			The kroot moved like shadows, keeping to the scrub. They went sidelong, not yet in full pursuit. Valian could hear the vox gabbling somewhere in the distance: ‘Seeking cover, get under something or get over it, take what you can give, eyes open hands closed, let’s go let’s go let’s go!’ 

			Something whizzed overhead. High shot. Ashe’s palfrey baulked, almost threw her. Valian drew the reins up hard to make it look as if Alice had done the same. He had never known her to panic under gunfire, or under any conditions whatsoever. Keep that quiet for now. Jens took his lead and did the same with her steed. 

			Another shot. Lazy pacing; not an attack but a probe. If the riders kept on course, it’d give their game away. Each slug asked, Are you bluffing? Are you under orders? 

			Valian bluffed and brought Alice hard to the right as if changing direction. 

			The glint of lenses from Jens. No hand signal, intention clear: What are you doing? 

			Two taps on Alice’s flank: Trust me, follow. 

			Plumes of dust now, high whines. Ignore the impulse to duck. You’re too huge to miss. Who will make it through this? Krieg steeds can take the hits. Thick leather, maybe chain, maybe plasteel plating for Ashe. Ballistic caparison for the Cadian– 

			Valian shouts something and goes to full gallop. He sounds panicked. He is, because they’re still too far from the cover.

			A look back – the kroot are moving fast. Ten? More? There are more. They’ve got hounds. Fast things. Valian’s seen the training vids and the aftermath picts. The creatures don’t let go. There’s a reprieve in speed. Hounds will hit in ten seconds or so. The Cadian is lagging, breathing hard; Valian can hear it through his mask. They’ll catch him first. That’s one. Still one more, at least. The Cadian knows. He’s panicking, fumbling with the reins. Imperial horses are well trained but they’re not Krieg steeds; it’s panicking too. Valian makes himself heavier in the saddle and Alice slows a little. Can’t lose anyone, not yet. 

			Dogs are here. First one leaps, misses the Cadian, rolls in the dirt, and it’s back in the fight. Here comes the second. It goes for Alice’s ankle. Good target, if she were an ordinary horse. Alice drives back a talon hard, and the hound’s head goes flat. Its body rolls a short red streak and stops. Alice barely slows. 

			Valian barks to the Cadian, ‘Come on!’ 

			They’re firing again. And there’s something big hammering up clouds of dirt in the distance. 

			They were almost at the fuelling station now. Valian glanced around for the Attilans. No sign of them yet. He wondered if he’d overdone it. Maybe they were running. Kroot slowed down after a kill, and the Krieg steeds would keep them busy, even if they only took the time to butcher and not to feast. Katarin’s voice, ever the lord commissar with her favourite victim, was in his head. Too many games. You’ve outplayed yourself here. 

			Still, the cover was vital. Ashe and the Cadian wouldn’t be much use, but Jens and Valian were urban-drilled. The kroot were good in cover, but so were Krieg steeds. Valian signalled to Jens – Get your lance up! – and looked back. The Cadian was clearly struggling. He was working hard just to maintain his line, and the horse wanted to be anywhere but under his legs. Ashe was riding well but falling behind. Her horse was slow. Valian was aware of how old the medic was. Too useful, though. He had seen too many soldiers dodge plasma fire only to die of sepsis from a wire cut because the medic was dead. 

			Behind Ashe, the kroot were still keeping pace. Even were they face to face, Valian would have struggled to read their intentions. Were they hungry? Eager? Terrified? When one of the creatures fell back, was it from fear or was it a feint? A cloud of dust followed them, and within it, the drumbeat of something big. Horse-paced but heavier. Alice jerked, and Valian looked forward once again. This close to the fuelling station the ground was littered with the ghosts of dead buildings. The low walls that had lasted through Rezlan VI’s first and last war still stood, leading to a small warren of tank pens and rusted hulks, the last of the long-distance haulers that had once kept the southern colonies supplied. Attilans or no, once inside, it would be a fight to the death. A shot clipped Alice’s flank and she twitched in response. The kroot were shooting to kill now. The choice was made for him. Valian signalled the riders. Maintain course, flank speed. 

			The horses scudded on the asphalt inside the fuelling station proper. Valian felt Alice dig deep. It was narrow here – all wending gantries and winding roads to hold the inflow of vehicles. The fuelling stations themselves had been long since dismantled, their promethium syphoned off for thirsty Leman Russes or greedy quartermasters. The Imperium had begun the war on Rezlan VI with a brutal punitive tithe, the lion’s share of which went to build their fortresses in the north – redoubts that were likely ash and slag by now, their garrisons slowly suffocating in the brand new bunkers in their sublevels.

			The crack-crack-crack of the kroot rifles had stilled for the moment, but Valian could hear, in the brief, eerie silence, clawed feet padding near the fuelling station’s entrance. They would be tracking round the sides, ready to gun down any riders who fled. The Cadian’s vox crackled to life, and Valian briefly hoped that it would be the Attilans, now ready to charge to the rescue and spring the trap Valian had baited with his own life. 

			‘Squad inbound.’ 

			For a moment, Valian’s heart soared. Then the vox crackled again: 

			‘Manysquads coming in now, manysquads inside for the inbound to find, calling all stations–’ 

			And then, the voice was cut short, and Valian prepared, on instinct, to castigate the Cadian for shutting off his vox, and he turned to him, but the Cadian was in the dirt, and on him was something huge, huge enough to have the horse pinned against the asphalt between thick grey fingers and bulging alien muscle – something humped yet strangely humanoid. The horse’s head flogged uselessly against the ground; its back limbs stayed still. Its spine was broken. The Cadian lay underneath it. He was reaching for his weapon, but he was pinned both by his steed, which had fallen on top of him, and a spear that had punched right through his shoulder. 

			Jens and Ashe both identified the target before Valian did. 

			‘Kappa-12!’ yelled Jens. 

			‘Krootox!’ yelled Ashe. 

			The creature was grotesque, like a kroot but bent over beneath the weight of its bulging muscles. Kroot had a certain kind of low cunning that even humans could detect; they twitched and watched with limitless alertness. The krootox just shook its head and croaked some alien phrase again and again as its huge hands squeezed the last life out of the Cadian’s horse. The Cadian himself was downed by the krootox’s rider in a flash of burning powder from a primitive-looking slug pistol. 

			The creature turned now to Valian. He felt himself draw up the reins to flee. Alice’s muscles hardened, and for a moment both steed and rider were awash in cortisol. Alice won out. Even generations removed, every Krieg steed knew and responded to the sound of a dying horse. As Valian had been told, two centuries ago, some bright spark had had the idea not to try and breed out the reaction but to change it from fear to aggression. For Valian, this had two consequences: firstly, there was a bronze statue of a genetor in a forgotten cloister of the Krieg Cavalry School behind which he had been kissed for the first and second-last time. Secondly, he was now charging. He gave in to instinct and drew his sabre. Someone was firing at him, and he leaned in to Alice as the pair drove forward. She was a colossus. Between her bulk, his flak and the refractor field that shielded them both, they were nigh invulnerable to the slug throwers. The rounds flicked off the field in bursts of light or merely bruised the dermal weave at Alice’s flanks.

			In his gas mask, Valian was in blinkers. Only Alice, with her gene-smithed senses, her nostrils filled with twitching cilia, her long tongue capable of finding the taste of blood in air thick with fyceline, knew where they were. When they fought together, it was as if mount were bestride rider. He let the twitching of her flanks guide him, and he clenched his jaw as if against a bit. There was a roar, the thundering of claws on stone, the face of a kroot. It was bringing up a spear, and it was faster than Valian. He fought with the flash of a Schola duellist – all long, sweeping blows that looked good in manuals and got men killed in trenches. The kroot caught Valian’s sabre with the hooked back of its cleaver, and prepared to drive the blade into his exposed neck. His thumb found the activation rune for his sabre’s power field. The tension between the blades released. Valian followed through from the tip of the cleaver into the kroot’s wrist and through to its elbow, parting it like rotten wood. Disqualification in the duelling ring but salvation on the battlefield. 

			Valian rolled with Alice and the two pulled away from their pass. He looked down. Two long gashes in her side; the silvery sheen of the ballistic weave gleamed from beneath parted skin. On her forelegs, she was wet to her points in pungent alien blood. She was still tense, her huge head twitching under the reins with frustration. No kill, not yet, but she was coming round for another pass. 

			Valian managed to slow her, just a little, breaking his battle-trance enough to survey where he was. Two more krootox, both storming in from the gate. The Cadian, crawling along the ground towards Ashe, who was riding hard for him. Kroot on the low walls of the fuelling station, scrambling amid the broken wire and crenellations for firing positions. The krootox and rider from the first pass, both mount and master screaming bloody murder, charging hard. Charging towards Valian.

			Too late to break off his run now; his momentum is shot, and he’s going to come out of this tilt broken in some way. If he can turn his steed and pass the kroot on his wounded side… 

			Too many maybes, too few seconds – and then, there is Jens. She’s flying in the stirrups, like her steed barely has a claw to the ground. She leaps Ashe, ducks the fist of a krootox, keeps her lance locked to her shoulder and pointed straight ahead. She transects Valian’s path and makes her killing strike, putting two feet of sharpened steel through the kroot’s hip and down through the krootox’s spine. Her form is clean; in her action, a ton of steedflesh, kit, tack and Korpsman are pressed at high speed through the pin-wide tip of her lance, passing through plate, then leather, then muscle, then bone, before finally pressing back into the fragmenting charge at the base of the lance’s tip. 

			Valian and Jens, separated now by perhaps twelve feet of ground, flinch and turn at almost the same moment – not from fear, but from training. Valian is strung tight enough on adrenaline and battle stimulants that he notes a beat between the detonation-flash and the sound of it. A blast, a wet noise, no cry of pain; Jens’ strike would have gone through both the krootox’s lungs and emptied them of air. The raindrop sound of organic matter and fragmentation mass on the asphalt. Shouting, muffled. Jens is at attention, even as she’s loading a new head onto her lance, and Valian realises that it is he who is shouting: ‘On the walls! Keep their heads down!’ 

			Jens complies. Her rifle is out of the holster and on her shoulder in the space of a breath. There’s something crawling on the ground. Not the Cadian – he’s stopped moving, Ashe is compressing his chest in time to a chant to the Emperor – but the kroot, mangled by blast shear and Valian’s first pass yet still coming. It has the tenacity of the dying. It’s got a knife, it’s lying under Alice’s path, it’s going to try and stab up at her belly as she runs past – Valian’s seen it before. He maintains course. The kroot is quick, but Alice is quicker. One talon comes down, and it stops moving. Alice untenses by a tiny degree. That’s the kill. 

			Valian had a second to look around. They were still in the main forecourt of the fuelling station. The kroot on the walls were down, their rifles over the lip, but none were brave or stupid enough to poke their heads over. The two remaining krootox and their riders were circling the group: Valian, Ashe, Jens, and perhaps the Cadian for a few minutes more. There was still no sign of the Attilans. The krootox had the stillness of Krieg steeds but for the odd twitch and sounds that seemed like broken speech. Their riders were apprehensive. No, cautious, but not afraid. Their black eyes almost held pity. They were approaching with the bearing of a hunter pulling something small and biting out of a trap. No point in unnecessary pain when the kill was assured. 

			Valian called to Ashe. ‘Mount up and prepare to receive cavalry.’

			‘I need a few moments more, sir.’

			‘He’s done for. I’m making a command decision.’

			‘Not for his care. I need to read his rites.’

			The kroot were making a low, clicking sound. They had their throwing spears up and were coming in sidelong, slowly forming a pincer. 

			‘No time.’ 

			‘Sir, the Emperor won’t–’

			‘It’s an order.’

			Ashe had the Cadian in her arms. Her gambeson was dark and wet. She lowered the man to the ground to whimpers and winces of pain. Ashe’s gaze made Valian glad for his mask. The vox crackled to life again. No, not the vox – the Cadian’s machine had been broken and pressed into his heaving chest when he fell. It was a voice, coming through the gate. 

			The kroot were a long, cruel-looking species, and this one was longer and crueller than most. It strode in with a practised swagger. It was jet black, its eyes invisible against the shiny hardness of its head. Like all kroot, it wore trophies, but these were unusual: a cluster of heads, all carefully cleaned of flesh, some scrimshawed with alien mockeries of regimental emblems – Cadian, Catachan, Savlar, Serica. Each in a vox-operator’s headset or studded with a vox-operator’s implants. The kroot’s huge jaws yawned open, and it spoke. 

			‘Uhhhhhhhh this is niner-niner-niner over.’ It mimicked the pop-whistle of a channel-switch. ‘We’re getting some disruption on your end, can you repeat that? Can you provide coordinates on inbound?’ It placed two fingers against its long throat and widened its mouth, making the roaring, staticky sound of cross-line disruption. ‘Can you get out?’ 

			The creature took a step or two forwards, then paused. It regarded Valian, then Jens. 

			‘Identifying incoming as Krieg, casualties expected.’ 

			‘Krieg. Yes.’ Valian nodded.

			The kroot clicked. Its companions were tense and still. The rifles still poked over the top of the battlement. It opened its jaws for more vox-babble, then paused. It gestured using its fighting-stick to what remained of the Cadian and his steed, smeared on the ground between them. 

			‘Resupply requested.’ 

			It wasn’t unheard of, on the frontier. Everyone knew that if you got caught dealing with xenos, it was best to take your own life before anyone senior found out. And everyone had their little story about uncannily accurate sniper fire from the tall strangers the commander had been talking to before the battle, or how some of the orks always seemed to be fighting in the same direction as the Guard. Commissars even had their own informal instruction on when to most effectively terminate such agreements, so that in retrospect, they looked like cunning ploys, rather than a betrayal of the Imperium. Valian looked at the Cadian. Everyone else looked at Valian. He almost spoke. And then the little body slumped on the asphalt moved, just enough for Valian to see. Not dead. Not yet.

			The last few terror-filled minutes of one life, for him, Jens and Ashe. Maybe just him and Jens, if Ashe objected. This was the fundamental arithmetic of his profession. 

			Valian prepared to make his choice, and then, something shifted in the kroot. One rifle dropped from the wall, then two, and then there was the crack-crack-crack of fire. Not just the slug-throwers. Lasguns, in the distance. Lasguns, and the hammering of hooves on the hard-packed dirt. 

			The kroot acted first – ‘Engage engage engage!’ – and came surging towards Valian. Alice was quicker than he was. She sprang into action; where hooves would have skidded, her claws bit deep into the rockcrete, allowing her and Valian to clear the kroot’s line of attack with inches to spare. Distance, distance – he needed space. At extreme close range, the krootox were stronger, but they were slower than the Krieg steeds. Valian needed to even out the mathematics, to multiply the weight and power of Alice by a good few miles per hour. He broke off into a side channel in the fuelling station, dodging a rusted gantry. Adrenaline kicked up the debris of the stimm pills in his stomach, and he and Alice tensed as one as they rode through the narrows. 

			He dared a look back. Jens was a length or so behind him, then behind her, two krootox were pounding through the debris. The gap was widening. If he turned too early, he’d be too slow. He’d be knocked off Alice by a fighting-stick, and, if he was lucky, would break his neck in the fall and thus not feel what the kroot would do to him next. If he turned too late, he would run out of space. In the narrows of the fuelling station, he could force the kroot into a pass, but in the open, they had space to manoeuvre and dodge. 

			He counted out three long, agonising seconds in his mind, then signalled to Jens. She was already ten degrees into her turn; she had done her time in the artillery and felt the brutal arithmetic of war in her bones. Both turned on the spot, their steeds’ flanks grazing, but only barely. It was a manoeuvre that would have made a cavalry tutor on Krieg nod, ever so slightly, in approval. 

			Valian’s momentum was lost. He had perhaps three, maybe four lengths to build it back up. Then, collision. 

			Jens signalled, Set or kill? 

			Valian signalled back. Set. 

			This close, they would be riding directly into the backblast of the hunting lance. The lead kroot was only a length or so away now, mouth agape, roaring like the static on a dead channel. Jens levelled her lance – a little too high for a kill shot, dodgeable, but only badly. The kroot ducked; she passed with inches to spare, and then came Valian. 

			He was in a rider’s guard, high, lots of good angles of attack. He brought the blade down, but the krootox wasn’t as slow as it looked; it tucked its arms in and rolled. Valian nicked the back haunch with a sizzling black scar. A miss. Too late to think about it now because here was the second rider, wiser for seeing Jens and Valian’s trick. Jens levelled her lance high again. The kroot did not duck, but dipped, narrowly sending the strike off-line but leaving Jens open for attack. 

			The alien opened its mouth to scream a taunt, or a challenge, and Jens manually detonated the hunting charge, knocking the battle cry from its mouth and the eyes from its skull in a wave of concussive force. The krootox fared better. It brought down two huge, hammering arms just short of Jens’ steed, but it was open to Valian, now. He lashed across its brow and blinded it. Perhaps it was a casualty, perhaps not; he’d seen the beasts fight through worse. 

			They were almost back in the main forecourt now. Outside, he could hear skirmishing and the distant crump of hunting lances detonating. The Cadian’s body was gone; Ashe was still alive, wrestling on the ground with a lanky, muscular kroot, which had its fighting-stick locked against the haft of her axe, neither combatant able to bring their weapon’s killing edge to bear. 

			Alice pulled Valian forward, but he pulled back the reins. His steed was brutal, but not careful, and a flailing claw could easily end the medic’s life. He drew his bolt pistol and fired high. He could never quite get the hang of the kick of the thing; unlike other commissars, he had little cause to practise. Still, the report of the round was sufficient. It drove the kroot to its feet and off Ashe, enough for it to be cut back down with a sabre blow. Ashe scrambled to her feet and Valian signalled for her to take cover. There were still two krootox riders to contend with. He had taken the first through surprise, but in a sustained engagement, the kroot would win. They had position, and they had stamina. Alice, perhaps, was a match for a krootox, but Alice would keep riding and fighting long after Valian was dead on her back. It was not a great comfort to consider. 

			The vox-kroot was close behind now, while ahead its companion circled, barring Valian and Jens an exit from the forecourt. They could not allow themselves to become encircled; the steeds’ effective mass was only a match for the larger krootox at extreme speed. The skirmishing outside sounded intense. If the roles had been reversed and Valian had been supporting the Attilans, he would have dragged out the fighting as long as possible, letting the forces not loyal to him bear the brunt of the assault within and only committing when kroot and rider alike were exhausted. If he and Jens rushed the gate, they could break out, but that would be as good as killing Ashe. The same would be true if they attempted another tilt in the side passages. He had only a few seconds left to decide. He could hear the vox-crackle of the kroot warleader chuntering to itself, while its companion was circling around the main gateway. Kroot were dogged. Their minds were impenetrable, even more than other xenos. They didn’t care about their dead – they ate the remains, like animals. 

			Not like animals. No, it was more. He had dismissed it as madness before, but the vox-kroot was twitching every few seconds to look at the corpse of its fallen comrade. There had been a rumour he’d been told to quash, in some bulletin. That the xenos could taste memory in flesh. 

			That was it. He signalled to Jens. Flare. To me.

			Jens complied. She tossed her signalling pistol to Valian. Hitting a moving target with an illum flare would be almost impossible, but Valian’s target was not moving. He levelled the fat, stout muzzle of the flare gun at the fallen kroot and prayed its living companions recognised what he was going to do. 

			The vox-kroot noticed first. It halted its comrade with an outstretched claw and another bark: ‘Uh, we have a problem, hold for further ­instruction.’ It was ready for another standoff. Valian did not give it a chance. He squeezed the trigger. His helmet lenses, proofed against sudden flash, darkened, but the flare was still almost blinding. He rode past the screeching kroot on instinct, barrelling through and praying that the krootox’s vast, flailing fists did not connect. Jens was behind – he could hear her steed’s claws on the rockcrete – as were both the krootox riders. These creatures didn’t have honour, but they did have anger. Defiling their dead meant that Ashe would live. But would Valian? 

			Out of the fuelling station and into the open, Valian was unsure.

			The kroot had formed a loose picket, keeping their formation open and wending their way round the rocks and ruins. They screeched in surprise as Valian rode past, fending them off with wide swings from his sabre. The Attilans had kept their distance; they had their lances stowed and their lasguns up, keeping the xenos pinned. As Valian had expected – they were fighting cagily. 

			He would have to force them to fight. 

			He drove Alice through the kroot infantry, riding hard as if to run them down. They were nimble and hard to catch, but as long as Valian was amid their formation, they would not risk firing on each other. The Attilans were not bound by such primitive notions. Valian winced as las fire splashed against his refractor field. He had hoped the krootox riders would be slowed by their own troops, but he could still hear the vox-kroot cackling and crackling behind him, keeping up its stream of babble. 

			It was out for blood. If Valian was to live, he would need to force the Attilans to commit, which meant drawing the krootox into his formation. He squeezed Alice with his knees and pulled her out of the xenos’ ranks. She was almost recalcitrant; she wanted to kill. 

			Valian gave a quick signal to Jens. Follow. Fast. He felt a round whizz close enough to his hand to make it quiver. He signalled again. Behind me. He needed Jens. He rode hard, keeping the Attilans ahead of him. Jens drew up beside him. 

			His refractor field emitter began to whine and heat up; even at speed, the kroot were on target, and it could only disrupt so much incoming matter. Alice was scuffed but untouched. They were aiming high, for the rider, not the mount. He focused on the Attilans. They were wavering, their commissar circling their back ranks. They were getting ready to withdraw. Valian would be shot down and killed in the open space between them and the xenos. He needed them to hold for just a second more. Too far for complex orders by battle-sign, and any command would be belayed by their own commissar. They were ready to withdraw now. Valian’s mind raced. He knew a little of their language, but in the end, he settled on Gothic. 

			‘Emperor! Death!’ 

			He drew his sabre up high in a crackling arc. Alice reared – he barely had to tighten the reins. It was enough. If your troops are afraid, that’s good, Katarin had said. The fearful are easily led. Some of the Attilans drew lances; others pulled back, while some simply kept firing but held their ground. It was enough. Even as Shang signalled Belay order! they had tarried too long. Valian set Alice down and rode through the Attilan line. The krootox followed behind him.

			Throne, the Attilans rode well. Valian and Jens relied on the juggernaut strength of their steeds in battle, surging from one action to the next with a brutal power no conventional horse could manage. The Attilans were subtler; their intent was impossible to gauge even for an experienced rider like Valian. They jinked and danced around the flailing fists of their foes. They fought with care and savagery both. With no clear target, they instead nicked and jabbed with their hunting lances. But still, they were exhausted; they had been riding hard for weeks. One made to pass close to the vox-kroot, only to be brought low by a huge, hammering fist from its krootox. Valian urged the Attilans forwards in a charge, sabre forward. He made as if he would be into the danger first, but tapped Alice with his heels, slowing her by just a fraction. Three Attilans passed him, lances down and level. One hit. That would be all they needed. One hit before the kroot on foot caught up and joined their commanders. 

			The first rider went wide with a huge thrust, overselling, to push the xenos into a bad guard. The second was more precise; he carved a deep gash in the krootox’s side, but failed to connect hard enough to detonate the hunting lance. It was down to the third rider now. Valian recognised him, somehow. The young one. The one with all the questions. He urged the boy forwards. Come on. Start your career right. The other Attilans were whooping. Even through their respirators, Valian could hear their bloodlust. The boy was two lengths away, then one. The kroot screeched – ‘Prepare to repel incoming!’ – and the boy paused. 

			The next few moments passed very slowly. Shang was shouting something, first in Attilan, then in Gothic. Valian couldn’t make out the words. He didn’t need to. There was the report of a heavy-bore firearm. Not a kroot gun. A bolt pistol.

			It was a well-timed shot, and well aimed, too. It passed through the rider’s head just as he was about to turn and flee. The horse had baulked, but the rider came out of the saddle, over his steed’s head, and went ­tumbling into the vox-kroot in a tangle of limbs. Valian drove forwards, at full speed now, and brought his sabre down through the boy’s body and through the kroot’s neck. There was a sound from the Attilans between pain and ­elation. They would not be allowed to mourn, and so the xenos received their grief at lance point. More riders fell. Some did not get up. 

			Valian, for better and for worse, had got what he wanted.
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			CHAPTER 8

			 


			The kroot were tenacious. The initial action gave way to a tense hour of hunting them through the fuelling station. Ashe had lived; she carried a heavy farrier’s axe and had taken the head of one. They took stock of their numbers. Many casualties, a few deaths. The Cadian’s body could not be found. Jens patched at the Krieg steeds, which bore deep grooves in their dermal weave from slug fire. 

			Valian led hunting duty. Better to leave the Attilan commissar the full weight of his soldiers’ attention. Besides, Valian was good at finding the hidden. Sure enough, here was exactly the supply shed that he would have fled to, and here, beneath a pile of mouldering tyres, was a kroot. It looked mottled and grey. It raised its arms in mock surrender when Valian found it, waving its open palms to make the looped dog tags around its wrists jingle. It lunged, but half-heartedly. 

			Valian ran the powerblade through the creature’s neck, and it stopped moving. There was the click of cavalry boots on the stone behind him – Jens? – and then there was something hard pressing into the back of his head.

			‘That was clever.’ The voice was familiar. The Schola-born accent struggling against ancient steppe-tongue. Valian felt the hard shape push harder – something large bore. Bolt pistol. A commissar. Shang.

			‘Did you sweat? I thought I’d make you wait for us. Felt like a win-win for me. I knew you’d end up taking the brunt, and if they killed you, we’d have good position.’

			Valian made to reply.

			‘Don’t speak. I loathe Gothic. Language for liars and cowards. Attilan is beautiful, you know. It’s poetry. Do yours have poetry? Do they dream? Attila’s grasslands are a universe in miniature. Every rider-clan has its own name for the Emperor. Mine call Him The Great Horse That Crushes The Stars. It’s easy to ask them to kill. They don’t run.’

			Valian felt the barrel of the weapon against his skull, even through the thick leather of his mask. It was still slightly warm. He risked a reply. He’s planned this. Break his script. 

			‘One of them ran.’

			Valian heard the click of a trigger drawn back to its biting point. There was a pause.

			‘He was good. He was very good. Brave, too. He ran messages early in the war. Kroot almost caught him once and he still got his dispatches through on time. The riders loved him. I loved him.’ 

			‘And you killed him.’

			‘He ran. That’s the job. We don’t all have our ghost soldiers to do our bidding. The commissars are like gods to the Attilans. I saved him. Better a bolt than let him stain his soul. Do yours have souls? Do you?’

			‘You seem to be having a strong emotional response to an execution, commissar. Projection is normal after such an incident for an inexperienced officer.’

			‘Don’t give me that, Hesh. You wouldn’t know. You just tell better men and women to go die among those things we all have to pretend are human. Do you think yours will notice when you’re gone? It’ll be a good pet.’ 

			‘The xenos pursuing us are dead. Beyond personal disputes, I’m not sure why you have a gun to my head.’

			‘You know how it is, Hesh. Commissars don’t survive long in a crisis. You’ve seen what we were running from. You can feel how hot it’s getting. I need people around me I can trust. You can see where I’m going with this.’

			‘Two executions in one day. What do you think your troops will make of it?’

			‘I think, after an extra share of rations and anti-radiation pills, they’ll do whatever I tell them. May the Emperor have mercy on you, Hesh.’ 

			Valian did, in that moment, think of the Emperor, the doomed man’s catechism of ohthroneohemperorI’veforgottenthewordsI’msosorryI’msosorry– And then, there was a crack, and a flash. Las burn. The big threatening shape behind Valian collapsed onto him. The commissar had cut an absurd figure before, with his trinkets and tattoos clashing oddly with his cavalry-commissar’s splendour. He had been finished by a burning full stop on his forehead. He still looked smug; the shot would have flash-cooked his brain the second it hit skin, before he would have known. Jens was in the doorway, rifle pointed. 

			‘You’re still alive, I see, sir.’

			‘It seems so, Jens. Thanks to you.’ Valian had just come as close to death as he ever had; to a Korpsman, it was like discussing the weather, or the rations. He decided to let shock take the reins. Perhaps there’d be a time to process this all later. ‘Good shot.’ 

			‘Thank you, sir. I had a lot of time to line it up.’ 

			‘Did you?’ 

			‘Yes, sir. When your colleague strolled off, I thought it’d be good to follow. In case either of you wanted a cup of recaff, or had orders to relay. I know we’ve spoken before about letting people finish speaking, even if one can assume how they’re going to finish any given sentence. So I did.’ 

			‘Very good, Jens.’ Valian quite wanted to embrace her, or somebody – anybody – quite hard. Jens almost cringed as he approached. She had held her aim in silence and stillness as her commanding officer’s life was under threat, but now baulked at the prospect of being treated as a saviour. 

			‘I’ll make you a recaff, sir. You can inform the Attilans about their officer.’

			‘Easier said than done, Jens.’

			‘We’re still a good distance within the ratio of one commissar per fifty troopers, according to regulations, sir.’

			‘Well remembered, Jens. I’m sure that’ll make the news easier for them to bear.’

			Valian went out to face the riders whose commander they had just killed.

			The Attilans had their masks off. They were caught between elation and despair; they sang, but they sang the sad songs. Half of their number were dragging xenos onto a pyre to burn. This was not out of respect. Early in the war, Imperial commanders had realised how important consuming the flesh of the dead was to the kroot. Burning their bodies was a way of preventing the creatures from completing their strange rites. More dignified was the funeral for those Attilans who had fallen. They had been slit from neck to groin, their viscera decorated with what gnarled flowers the Attilans had taken from the dying countryside. Dark shapes circled overhead: the planet’s surviving carrion awaiting their cue. 

			Valian approached the Attilans, who regarded him dispassionately, but not angrily. Their sergeant gave Valian a nod. Valian gestured towards the bodies. It was good practice for a commissar to express concern for the dead.

			‘What were their names?’

			‘It’s not good to say it now. They’ll hear it and lose their way to the Emperor.’ 

			‘There’s been an incident with your commander.’ 

			‘We heard. He kept saying he was going to kill you. We told him it was a bad idea, because your horse is very strong and none of us can ride her. But he has rank on us. Not our place to question.’

			‘Ah. So you can imagine how that turned out.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘He was out of line. You would have been court-martialled if–’

			‘You do not need to explain. You have rank on us.’

			Valian and the Attilan stood for a moment, listening to the crackle of burning fat and the low dirge of funeral songs. 

			‘Do you want to bury him with the others?’

			The Attilan did not look at him. The young one – the one who had asked Valian questions in halting Gothic, who had run messages early in the war, who had been executed in this battle Valian had contrived – lay on the ground. His face had been covered with a cloth. Its lumpen outline belied that there was not a great deal of head left underneath it.

			‘No. We’ll throw him on with the kroot.’

			The Attilan saluted, as if Valian had formally relieved him. The conversation was over. 

			The rites around the dead were solemn and slow. For the injured, a certain businesslike remove was necessary. Ashe was attending to the horses first. For the seriously injured, a swift blow from the spiked side of her axe to their head, and then a second with the blade to a hoof. On the bottom of each was tattooed a regimental number, so that when the Munitorum began the work of tallying the billions of dead on Rezlan VI, it would know how many horses had died, and which ones, and could thus hand out replacements and reprimands as necessary. Back in the Krieg regiments, the quartermasters had a similar ritual for wounded Korpsman. 

			Valian knew a little organic repair and so stepped in to join with Ashe, as much to avoid kroot-burning duty and the stares of the mourning Attilans as anything else. He was sole commander of this band now, as he had desired. He did not talk about the Cadian with Ashe. He applied pressure to the places he was told, put pins through bandages, kept hold of bloodstained tools. It was growing colder – perhaps, behind the towering cloud, the sun was setting – and so they moved the wounded soldiers next to the burning kroot, where they shivered and muttered, ‘Emperor, Emperor, Emperor–’ and waited their turn with the horse-doctor. 

			Valian worked through the night with Ashe, taking half an hour or so of fitful, greasy not-quite-sleep before resuming his duties. They saved most of the wounded horses and some of the wounded men. Alice’s automatic biological repair had kicked in. Back on Krieg, the technicians would remove what remained of the acid-worn kroot slugs from her flanks and replace her dermal weave. Ashe’s palfrey struggled through the night. She was able to walk, but was sick and slow, and would not take weight on her back. Before setting off, Ashe turned the horse loose with a day or two of nutrient pellets and a song of warding, given by the Attilans. Ashe herself rode behind Valian, barely slowing Alice. He would ordinarily have resented being so close to another, but the two were bonded by shame and by hours spent up to the elbows in the same gore. 

			There were eight riders left. They had, one by one, visited each watchpoint and evacuation point still standing on the planet’s surface. Only one option remained: the Point of Absolute Failure. Valian began mentally preparing to leave this world. Doing so would not be the last mistake he made during his time on Rezlan VI.
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			CHAPTER 9

			 


			The Rezlan VI campaign had been well planned and well executed. Guardsmen liked to grumble about the meat grinder of Imperial warfare, but as the bloody work of campaigning went, this was a good posting, save for the brutalities of urban pacification and kroot-hunting. Few within the Imperium had the combination of charisma, intelligence and sociopathy to serve as an effective warmaster, but the Rezlan VI campaign was overseen by a very effective warmaster indeed. 

			Valian had half-glimpsed him at a formal dinner on the eve of the Imperial landing. He was an unusually pale, youthful-looking figure. He held himself well, already comporting himself as if in the paintings and propo-vids dedicated to his glory. The commanders had roared too loudly at his speeches for Valian to discern much of their content. 

			Few, save perhaps Jens, who did not so much process paperwork as besiege it, had paid much attention to the modest plans for retreat. It was widely assumed that in this theatre of battle the Imperium, close to its supply lines and recruiting worlds, had the manpower to exhaust the t’au, who, as everyone knew, had no concept of pride and would retreat after a certain casualty threshold, victory or no. Even the most pessimistic estimates offered in the battle plans did not provide for a full evacuation, only further commitment of ground forces. 

			It was not stated explicitly, but everyone knew this was why the Death Korps had been brought to the world. They were held in reserve during the campaign’s early stages. If the xenos proved to be more resilient than expected, the Korps would be unleashed for a gruelling new phase of siege warfare. Evacuation was discussed only in the Munitorum reports, by the bureaucrats and quartermasters, for whom glory was a mere pleasant consequence of a well-managed supply chain. The Point of Absolute Failure was a logistical curiosity – the designated ‘last’ location on the planet where bulk haulers could be landed and loaded effectively, should, by some disaster, every other potential location be disabled, captured or otherwise made unavailable. It was deep in the rocky southern continent of Rezlan VI; Valian and the riders kept to the valleys, where it was cooler, and where the glowering horizon in the north could not be seen. As such, they sensed it before they saw it. 

			The Point of Absolute Failure roared like a beast in a distant valley. The air was thick, not with the apocalyptic char of the Caedes Omnis’ demise but with the greasy, almost alcoholic residue of bulk haulers’ hard-burn landing jets. Once, Valian had toured Krieg’s crisis stores and walked the gantries above fathoms-deep cisterns of promethium. It smelled like that here. It was a colonial port. Millennia ago, Rezlan VI’s first settlers had landed here and spread across the planet, taking their macro-lifters and bright-eyed populace to the fertile and beautiful north. Or so the pict-books claimed. The infrastructure was barely sufficient. While the riders rode the stony ridges like a shortcut, they could see vast columns of infantry and vehicles inching along the roads below, the sweat of anxious bodies and the burning of idle engines spicing the air. Valian had felt a certain horror at the emptiness and desolation he had encountered riding south, a vast absence of human life that was chilling to behold. Now, he was faced with those who had once driven the scrapped vehicles and manned the abandoned posts and trampled the dirt roads he had passed on his way here, and he felt nothing but panic.

			Smoke filled the sky, but every hour or so, there would be a flash and a thunderclap as a hauler hammered through the high atmospheres to liberate those below. 

			Coming in fast, thought Valian. Invasion speed. Not good for an evacuation. He timed the landers as they came in. The timeline was picking up, a minute or so at a time. The Astra Militarum, the Hammer of the Emperor, the greatest military force ever mustered by mankind, was in a hurry. 

			The Point of Absolute Failure hove into view like a boil. The traffic and the tanks and the squalling bodies seemed to rise up to form structures: several low battlements, logistical structures, and the colossal Colonial One Tower, a vast pillar of ancient rockcrete topped with an orbital array. It was pointed upwards and swivelling through the air slowly. Sentinel pattern. The t’au fleet would be insane to attack this deep, but it was possible. Or – Valian felt a chill at the possibility – it was tracking the Imperial vessels above. He had seen enough brawls between Naval Breachers and ground troops to know that there was little love lost between the branches of the Imperial military. To the Navy, the Astra Militarum were a kind of vanity of the Imperial project – a talentless mass necessary only to produce new saints’ relics and raise the flag on barren planets as the great battleships did all the work in orbit above. To the Astra Militarum, the Navy were hidebound cowards incapable of acting without several miles of guns and steel at their backs and who ran at the first sign of honest, open sky. Valian had exploited this divide well in his time. If the choice was between Naval berths or bunking in the same quarters as the taciturn, inscrutable Death Korps, most soldiers chose the devil they knew. Still, even in the most brutal campaigns, he never expected it to turn to violence. And yet, the great gun swivelled and turned through the air, locked on to something in orbit nearby. 

			The hills near the Point of Absolute Failure were well guarded. It was not long until a Sentinel was striding upon them. Valian gave the order to halt and leaned towards Jens. ‘Know that camo?’ 

			‘Do you, sir?’ 

			‘Let’s say I’m testing you.’

			‘As you insist, sir. It looks like standard Mordian to me.’ 

			‘Could be Steel Legion urban, Jens.’

			Jens shook her head. ‘They were too deep in the north when it happened. We won’t find them here.’

			The Sentinel was close now. It greeted the riders with the weighty clunk of a shell being chambered in its autocannon and a shrill proclamation from its laud-hailer. 

			‘Potential deserters, identify yourself immediately!’ 

			Valian raised one hand in peace and kept the other tight on the reins. ‘I’m Valian Hesh. Commissar, Death Korps. This is my personal retinue.’

			‘Infantry must join the infantry muster! Armour must join the armour muster!’ 

			Valian felt his heart jump, but in his head, Katarin was laconic. Scared. More used to taking orders than giving them. Every frightened person writes a script. Break it, and break them. Valian looked into the impassive view-slit of the Sentinel.

			‘Which one?’

			There was a pause. 

			‘Infantry must join the infantry muster! Armour–’

			‘Right, and which one are we?’

			The Sentinel driver fell silent for a moment. Valian took the initiative. He adjusted his coat, showing his holster. Back when he was a cadet, Katarin would have had his head for this – she believed that showing your pistol without shooting anybody with it undermined the authority of the Officio Prefectus. Valian doubted he’d manage a quick execution of the Sentinel, but most Guardsmen – even those in armoured walkers – were very well conditioned. The threat, no matter how impotent, would likely land.

			‘Cavalry.’

			‘You’ve forgotten yourself.’

			‘Cavalry, sir.’

			‘And what are your instructions regarding cavalry?’

			There was another pause, then a hiss as the Sentinel’s top hatch opened. The boy who emerged from it could not have been much older than seven­teen. His uniform looked uncomfortable. 

			‘Mordian,’ whispered Jens, with something that few apart from Valian could identify as pride. 

			The boy made to speak. It was too late; he was defeated. Valian pressed his advantage. 

			‘I’m an officer of the Officio Prefectus. I’m evacuating. I’m going to assume you’re here to escort me, because if you’re not, I’m going to have to report that I was harassed while performing my duties.’ 

			‘Apologies, sir. I’m–’

			Valian dismissed the boy with a wave. ‘Lead on.’ 

			The Sentinel strode off towards point alpha, and the riders followed at a gallop. Valian swallowed and tried to ignore the thundering of his own heartbeat.

			He soon saw that he had not been the only one to try and circumvent the crowds around the Point of Absolute Failure. As the Sentinel led them closer to the Point itself, other walkers appeared, forcibly escorting columns of soldiers back into line. Few, it seemed, had been as lucky – or perhaps, as brazen – as the riders. He could see the plasma coils on one Sentinel were still warm enough to steam in the foetid air, while another had a ratling nailed to its front plating. 

			That was a bad sign. Katarin had always liked to joke that she used abhumans as a barometer. As she had it, a regiment usually killed all its beastmen first, then moved its way up through the less mutated strains as tensions increased. 

			Things have really gone to hell when they take the ratlings. Don’t wait for them to start on the ogryns – they’ll do the commissars first.
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			CHAPTER 10

			 


			It was hard not to note that amid the vast, squalling columns of retreating Guardsmen, there were few commissars to be seen. Many had been committed to the front lines in the north, but there would have been plenty to serve the second lines and the reserves, at first. It was easy to imagine what might have happened. There were standing orders to drive forward if the first line collapsed – which commissars had followed them? How many units had been force-marched into the inferno? And how many had refused? Katarin had explained it to Valian once. As she had it, the commissars bore the mandate of the Emperor. They were objects of not just conventional but also religious terror. But, crucially, a commissar had to watch their own behaviour more closely than any Guardsman, because to waver and show fear was to show one had lost that mandate. Valian had wavered, but he had a mask to hide his face and Jens to help mask his intentions. 

			The Sentinel loped through the crowds, tinnily bellowing for the filthy soldiers to make way. Valian noticed Jens looking up and down, from the landers in the sky to the troops hoping to board them. Her fingers twitched on the reins. She was counting something. Valian leaned to her. 

			‘What are the prospects?’

			‘Acceptable losses, if they maintain full evacuation efficiency.’

			‘Which for you is?’ 

			‘Sixty per cent.’

			‘Generous, for the Krieg.’

			‘Yes, sir. But that’s not the issue.’

			Valian was glad to be above the crowd. They kept a wide berth for two reasons: the steeds, which were huge and smelled wrong, and the fact that Jens and Valian were from Krieg. Valian kept one eye on the huddled masses of Guardsmen. A situation like this was only moments from a massacre. Many of these troopers would have retreated from the north. For Valian and his fellow riders, it had been a hard, hard journey. Throne knew how much radiation they had endured. Even with the Krieg steeds, it had been exhausting. The troopers, though, would have had to evacuate on foot. They did not wear their uniforms so much as they haunted them: ragged, malnourished creatures swaddled in yellowed bandages and the filth-strewn finery of a thousand regiments. Medics – far too few for so many walking wounded – went up and down the lines with pills. Some were accompanied by priests. Valian had seen the documentation for a heavy radiation incident. Some would receive triage. Others would be offered the honour of the Emperor’s Peace. 

			Every so often, a bundle of rags would leave the ranks – sometimes to cheers, often to silence – and lie down by the roadside. There were marked areas for it. Occasionally, crews would sweep through and clear the small cairns of bodies. Nobody was armed. At checkpoints, the soldiers were stripped of their weapons, which proceeded to the evacuation point at far greater speed than their former wielders. The same appeared to be true for armoured regiments – there were engineers and overalled crews huddled in the line with the rest of the infantry. No Aeronautica; they were Imperial Navy, and would already have berths reserved on the vessels high above. 

			There was a dour, stagnant feel to the outskirts of the Point of Absolute Failure, but its innards teemed with activity. Bundles of wire were strung over newly dug trenches. Wart-like bastions were being bolted onto rocky outcrops by teams of servitors. Valian had seen for himself how deep into Imperial territory the t’au were, and it seemed that Imperial command had seen it too. This would be the last citadel the Imperium would build on Rezlan VI, and it would need to be its grandest. 

			As they walked, he realised that not every line of waiting soldiers was travelling towards the evacuation point; many were leaving it. Valian hailed down the Sentinel crewman – the Mordian boy. 

			‘What are they doing?’

			‘Evacuation lottery, sir. Anyone who’s not on the priority list has a chance to join it by serving. They’ll explain it to you when you get processed. We’ll be there soon, sir, I promise.’ 

			Valian remembered the plan to recommit the Death Korps if the situation on Rezlan VI became untenable. He had not seen his regiment here. He had no intention of rejoining them. And he had seen enough Imperial ‘lotteries’ to understand whose benefit they were for. He needed to get out. He tapped Jens on the shoulder and signed, Prepare to disengage. 

			She paused, then signed back. Acknowledged. 

			It would be dangerous, but simple enough. Valian wore a commissar’s coat, and that brought with it a certain degree of fear and respect. His understanding was that the chain of command had been shattered by whatever disaster had befallen this planet. There were not many officers left capable of circumventing a commissar’s command, and by the time they were fetched, Valian would be gone. He just had to get to the launch pads. From there, he could bluster his way onto a ship. He would have to leave Alice behind, as well as Ashe. He would do his best for Jens. Once aboard an Imperial vessel, he would bluff his way out of the cramped nightmare of evacuation quarters and into the compartments maintained for dignitaries and honoured visitors. Imperial commanders liked stories from Krieg, and Valian had invented his fair share of them. 

			From there, boredom would be the greatest danger. There were nearby battles to fight – the t’au remained at large throughout the system – but those, Valian could avoid. Perhaps he could offer to share tactics with a vessel’s Breachers, and spend the rest of this war at the heart of a voidship. But first, he needed to leave. He yelled up to the Sentinel driver. 

			‘We need to stable our steeds immediately. These are far past their oper­ational limits – if we don’t see a biological technician immediately, they’ll be broken beyond further use.’ 

			The Mordian seemed confused. Valian drove his point home.

			‘If you want to explain to a quartermaster why you need to requisition two new Krieg steeds, then by all means, delay me further.’ 

			Overwhelmed enough to comply, the boy stomped away. It gave Valian and Jens the chance to slip unnoticed into the labyrinth of the Point’s inner warrens. Valian patted Alice on the flank and clicked under his tongue; she complied and went into a patrol pattern. It felt strange to see her go. He tried and failed to swallow. The huge beast padded, alone, into the crowd. It did not look back. 

			Here, there was activity everywhere, all of it chaotic. As if to compensate for the lack of senior staff, junior officers seemed to have been grouped into teams. The soldiers waiting to be processed were restive. They were close enough that when the evacuation vessels launched, they sent dust whirling through the air, forcing every trooper caught in the blast to cringe and wipe their eyes. Valian moved through the throng. He imagined that his very gaze was a weapon, that anyone he passed would be lucky to be ignored. Nobody here wanted trouble, and he was waved through barriers and checkpoints without incident. Where he was met by questioning eyes or fiddling with papers, he pulled back his coat, letting the bolt pistol on his hip show. They didn’t need to know that it sickened him to use it.

			He was on the launch pads before long, sprinting out alongside signallers. The asphalt was scalding, its surface built to absorb the launches of interplanetary haulers and the odd scout-craft. Now, it was being hammered by ton after ton of burning propellant. It was beginning to melt and warp and crack. 

			Valian could feel the heels of his boots sticking, as if the planet itself was trying to stop his escape. He would need to board quickly. Schola had taught him a lot of things, and he knew when he had hostile eyes on his back. Someone behind him was shouting. He and Jens ran faster. He maintained what dignity he could, making meaningful-looking but empty signals to the aircrew on the asphalt. 

			He scanned for a transport. It took hours to prepare a bulk hauler for launch – he needed something leaving soon. His lungs were roaring now, and his lenses were fogging. There was no time to stop. Jens was lagging. Valian knew her sprint times; it would be deliberate. She did not have much patience for subterfuge. He thought about leaving her for a second, and hated himself too much for considering it to continue. Better to pick a ship, keep running, and hope. 

			There – a big industrial bulk hauler, with a crowd of soldiers at its base. The thrusters were firing, but not all of them. It was in take-off preparations. Valian joined the back of the crowd and attempted to force through, but they were packed tight. He didn’t recognise the uniforms: grey, slablike flak armour; strange markings; crude, baglike face masks to keep the foul air at bay. The troopers’ cries of protest when Valian tried to push past were stifled in content but clear in intent. Valian attempted to peer over their heads. They were packed almost against the hull of the huge hauler in a solid mass, occasionally scattering or stepping back as another thruster fired. Even then, there were some Guardsmen pushing through the boiling air onto the open crew decks. There was an odd mix of horror and camaraderie, and for every soldier pulled aboard, another was thrown to the ground. Valian watched for a hole – any place to storm. Perhaps, under the pretence of restoring discipline, he could get in. 

			The vox-caster bellowed incomprehensibly, until even that was drowned out by the firing of the launch boosters and the low thrum of anti-gravity plates. Valian could feel his teeth ache, and was temporarily blinded by a storm of dust driven up from the asphalt of the launch pad. When he opened his eyes again, the huge vessel was thirty feet or so aloft. Too late to board now. But something was wrong. Jens noticed before he did. She had a hand clenched tightly round his arm, not for comfort, but to haul him back. The launch crews close to the vessel were running away; more crews were running towards them. The bay doors were still not closed. There were still soldiers hanging to the rim of the craft, while those already inside tried to haul them up or push them back. 

			It is extremely hard to look away when something appalling is about to happen. Jens pulled at Valian again. ‘Sir! The angle!’ 

			The hauler was a machine transporter, designed to drop a colony’s worth of farming equipment on a world in a single trip. It could have taken the weight of the soldiers inside many times over. The problem was the balance – it was perhaps two or three degrees off as it launched. With every foot the huge vessel climbed, the angle got a little steeper. 

			Time did not slow down for Valian as he watched it happen; rather, it felt as if he was looking at a piece of footage he could stop or reverse at any point. The hauler climbed to three hundred feet. The doors finally shut. Some Guardsmen still clung to the lower rim of the craft. Others were falling. The hauler was now askew enough for those around Valian to notice. More messages were coming over the laud-hailers, their content just as impossible to make out. Other craft on the vast expanse of the landing strip had started to take off early. 

			The hauler used an old two-stage chemical launch to get airborne. Now, the secondary thrusters fired. They were flush to the hull. The port-side thrusters burned clear, but the starboard thrusters washed the flanks of the craft in fire, turning the hull a deep orange. For a military vessel, this would have been fine. If the pilot was from the Aeronautica, they would doubtless have made steeper ascents and descents many times in their career, safe in the knowledge that their hull, hardened for assault from high-energy weaponry, would shrug off the jetwash with ease. This was not a military vessel. Its hull would be lightweight, civilian-grade plating, designed for a fuel-efficient launch under stable conditions. It would take the heat of take-off and re-entry, but not much more. 

			Valian found himself thinking about what was happening inside the hauler now. The thrusters had fired against its belly, where the troops were crammed in together in already nigh-unbearable heat. Again, had they been tractors or harvesters or grain processors, this would have been fine. But the human body was fragile. Would they realise what was happening? Did they already know? Where would they try to go? 

			The secondary thrusters stopped firing. Inertia carried the lander a little higher, and then, slower than one would have thought, it began to drop. The hull gave a great and terrible sigh, taken up by the Guardsmen surrounding Valian – and then he was running, stiff-legged in his cavalry boots, trying not to trip on his long coat. Jens dived to the rockcrete and he followed suit. When they had first run, the impact had been vast and sudden. The lander died slowly. It broke its fall on its soft underbelly – all hollow, thin-armoured compartments filled with soldiers – absorbing a portion of the vast energy it held. Not all of it, though. Valian could hear the heavy bridge and spine of the craft passing down, down through the crew-filled decks, and feel a rush of air that smelled like fuel and blood– 

			And then he was being hauled to his feet roughly, not by Jens, and not to save his life. His mask was pulled down. He drew in a deep gasp of gritty, hot air, only to have it knocked out of him by a blow to his gut. There was a face next to his, scarred and half-masked by a respirator, or perhaps an augmetic mouthpiece. It was shouting something at him. Valian realised it was his name. 

			‘Valian Hesh?’ the voice repeated. 

			Valian managed to nod. 

			‘If you’ll come with me, sir!’ 

			Valian’s arm was twisted behind his back. Whoever had it pinned there would only need to shift it a couple of degrees to break it. He couldn’t see Jens, but he could hear scuffling and swearing close by. He tried to speak, regretted doing so immediately, and simply nodded again. They pulled something over his head. The material was thick, but permeable; fire flickered behind the coarse weave.
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			CHAPTER 11

			 


			Valian was an experienced enough officer of the Astra Militarum to close his eyes when they pulled the bag off his head, so as not to be blinded. There was no need. He was somewhere dim and quiet. He was surrounded by soldiers. Even without their armour and insignia he would have recognised them as Tempestus Scions. Two of them had their weapons pointed at him, while the other two were attending to his uniform, straightening his lapels and swabbing dust and blood from his greatcoat. 

			One of them looked apologetically to Valian. ‘We’re on a tight timeline here. We were instructed that you would try to leave.’ 

			Valian attempted to muster some authority. ‘Where’s my adjutant?’

			‘The Korpsman? It’s already in the briefing.’

			‘What briefing?’

			The Scion gestured towards a door. Valian presented his bound hands to the soldier, who ignored them.

			‘Once you’re briefed. Go on, get in. You’re wasting time.’

			Valian paused for a moment, and then there was the black nose of a volley gun in his chest. 

			‘It’s not safe to tarry here, sir. The radiation.’ The Scion made a concerned look, then nodded back down to his weapon.

			Valian managed to get to his feet and pushed his way through the doors. 

			The chamber had once been a chapel of worship for the pioneers who made landfall on Rezlan VI millennia ago. It was built in an older style – rockcrete beams barred the high ceilings in only the vaguest hint of gothic arches, abstract carvings on their surface depicting ships, stars and armoured warriors. Below, an audience would have once sat on steep rockcrete steps, looking down upon the preacher at their bare pulpit, adorned with the two-headed eagle of the Imperium. Behind this was a scene from Imperial history – a black-armoured knight with a wolfskin on his shoulders spearing an ork, the Emperor staring down dispassionately from the firmament above both figures. 

			The chapels on Krieg were similar, except without even the carvings. The space had been turned into some kind of meeting hall or command centre. Huge ensigns of various regiments had been hung from the rafters, concealing buzzing servo-skulls and draping cables that led to terminals and cogitator racks placed haphazardly on the steps below. Between them stood what passed for command on Rezlan VI. Valian spied marshals and tetrarchs and lance corporals and column leaders and beys and countless other minor officers. They talked in a hundred tongues and expressed themselves in a hundred ways, but Valian was well-schooled enough to recognise fear. These officers were trained to command dozens or perhaps hundreds; outside there were millions ready to kill their way off-world, if they needed to. Valian made his way to the pulpit in the centre of the room. Jens was already there. 

			‘Jens. Good to see you.’

			‘Sir.’

			‘Did they give you much trouble?’

			‘They asked me to come along, then I did.’ 

			‘They didn’t bag you?’

			‘They said it would be pointless, sir.’

			‘Very good, Jens.’

			Slowly, like a vessel turning in deep water, the chaos of the room became a quorum. The lights dimmed, casting the space into the eerie blue of a hololithic projection. Rezlan VI. 

			Someone in the gloom spoke. They were using an augmetic, their voice loud, clear and harsh.

			‘Mission point minus one. Rezlan VI, pre-event.’

			The planet looked as it had in Valian’s briefing with the Death Korps. Two vast continents. Temperate oceans. Ice caps on the way out but holding with the aid of weather satellites. Sprawling urban centres in the north. Some forests.

			‘Mission point zero. Caedes Omnis incident.’

			The hololith shifted to thermal. A bright white star shone above the planet’s surface, then descended.

			‘Command vessel Caedes Omnis begins uncontrolled descent to planet surface. All contact with operational commander and associated staff ceased. Ground forces are notified by Naval forces but atmospheric disturb­ances prevent vox-transmission. Empyric trauma from ongoing Caedes Omnis incident disrupts astropathic communication. Naval forces resume battle for Rezlan VI. Majority of Imperial forces are concentrated near strike zone.’

			Valian looked at the hololith. They had been half a continent away from the blast, and the force had been immense. What had it been like for those caught any closer? The voice continued.

			‘Mission point one. Caedes Omnis makes impact. Magazines detonate shortly after. Loss of overall operational command structure and communications issues prevent full recall of military elements. Some regiments proceed towards blast zone. Others manage partial extraction.’

			The hololith tracked various regiments in their journey across the planet. It looked organised from here. It was easy to forget the hordes of poorly armed, dying soldiers outside.

			‘Mission point two. Environmental impacts of Caedes Omnis event escalate. Full retreat necessitated. Command structure re-established. With no conclusive single figure with authority, Combined Command Authority is established and recognised by the Imperial Navy.’ Some in the audience stiffened at this. In pride, maybe. Or apprehension. Imperial command was based on hegemony and hierarchy. This had the air of a coup, albeit one the plotters had undertaken only under extreme sufferance.

			‘Mission point three. Scale of personnel impact of Caedes Omnis incident established. Off-world extraction begins with cooperation of Imperial Navy. Priority system established by Combined Command Authority and Munitorum in order to effectively manage redeployment. Regiments with high-quality troops still available and surviving armoured elements granted enhanced access.’ Valian wondered who judged what were ‘high-quality’ troops in this instance, and what favours had been promised to whom. Or what threats had been made. 

			‘Mission point four. Death Korps of Krieg are selected for priority extraction.’

			Valian felt peculiar at this. Relief was not a sensation he was accustomed to, and this was not it. He was aware, suddenly, of eyes on him. Not kind eyes. But not jealous ones, either. 

			‘Death Korps of Krieg refuse extraction and refuse to recognise the authority of the Combined Command Authority, and indicate that they will continue military operations until presented with countermanding orders from a ranking officer. Regiment proceeds south past Point of Absolute Failure towards t’au territory on unknown mission. All Officio Prefectus elements associated with Krieg are reported missing or dead.’ 

			The hololith flickered out. Valian was suddenly looking into several dozen sets of eyes. 

			‘Commissar Valian Hesh is identified attempting evacuation. Attempts to extract the Death Korps may now resume.’ 

			Valian made to speak, but was drowned out by the voice.

			‘The commissar’s bravery is commended by all of us in the Combined Command Authority.’ 

			There was no applause, only the hundred or so cold eyes and a moment’s silence. Then, the room broke back into a frenzy of activity as the Combined Command Authority resumed the business of defeat.

			Valian was being pulled back again. There was a hand on his arm, gripping hard. One of the Scions again. 

			‘Right,’ the Scion said. ‘Now they’ve had a proper look at you and felt important, let’s get you briefed.’
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			CHAPTER 12

			 


			They spared him the indignity of the bag. They flanked him so closely he was forced into a straight-backed trot, lest he graze himself on their armour. They kept their distance from Jens, who followed behind. The group weaved through the chaos of the command centre. There was an aura of invisibility to the Scions; nobody seemed to much want to look at them. The only acknowledgement given to their passage was a rolling wave of silence. Warrant officers and captains paused, mid-shout, amid arguments about lander capacity and retreat targets as the Scions went by. Valian was aware that the Militarum Tempestus served a very specific set of individuals – that was to say, the commissars.

			Eventually, the Scions stopped and parted. There was a door ahead of Valian. Something had changed about the huge figures surrounding him. The fear that surrounded them on their passage through the command centre had now settled in them. They were waiting for him to go first. 

			Something about the situation felt familiar. This was not the first time Valian had been subjected to this kind of theatre. He had indulged in his own share of it in his position. He opened the door and stepped into the darkness beyond.

			It was the only place he had been in the Point of Absolute Failure that was almost silent. It was like the underwarrens on Krieg. A secretary or a servitor – it was hard to tell – scratched at parchment in a corner. Something loomed over a desk laden with charts and papers in neatly folded piles at the room’s centre. It did not look up. Valian recognised it well, and his feet twitched as if to run. He forced them forwards. 

			Valian had last seen Katarin a decade or so ago. He wore every year hard, while for her it hardly showed. Willpower and juvenat treatments had conspired to ensure that what age she bore sharpened her where Valian was worn. 

			‘Throne. You’ve grown up fast.’ She stretched out, catlike. Katarin was tall and angular. She did, indeed, look like the textbook lord commissar, a shining beacon of gold braid and coiled violence. 

			‘It’s been a while.’

			‘Has it?’

			‘I’ve–’

			‘Don’t bother me with your career. I pulled your file as soon as I found out you were on-world. Not a very long read, past my initial notes. But you can ride a horse very fast and the Death Korps allegedly trust you.’ Katarin inclined her head towards Jens, who was remaining very still and very quiet. ‘Don’t you? What is this one? Bodyguard? Mascot?’

			‘Prefectus militant. She’s training to be a commissar.’ Valian kept himself level. With Katarin, it was best to be short and factual. Anything else presented an attack surface for the old monster to latch on to. 

			‘Well, if you were trainable, maybe it is too. How inspiring.’

			‘Given your opinions on the Death Korps, I’m surprised you want them back. Even after they’ve gone rogue.’

			Katarin scoffed. ‘In any other circumstances, I’d rather use real troops. We’re meant to be the fist of humanity. Leave the freaks and monstrosities for the Adeptus Mechanicus and the penal battalions. But in these circumstances, I’ll make do. The “Combined Command Authority” is a circus. If any of them get off this world, most of them are going to a military tribunal. I hardly recognise their authority, and I’m here to “advise” them. The Krieg are right on that count. Secondly, there’s a war on, Hesh. Rezlan is a setback, but the t’au have plenty of worlds in this sector they want a bite out of. Now, do we defend them with the dregs you saw outside, or the Death Korps? Be pragmatic about this. And thirdly, nobody refuses an order without consequence. We’ll bring them in, hang their colonel, and “punish” the rest of the regiment by sending them into battle. An inspiring story for anyone in the Imperium to get behind.’ 

			‘I want off-world with them.’

			‘This isn’t a negotiation, Hesh. This is an order. You’re lucky you didn’t manage to slither off this world when you tried – you’d have been found and killed. But I remember you. You’re loyal, and you do what you’re told as long as you’re leashed properly. So, here’s the deal. You travel south, past the Point. You find the Death Korps. You order them to stop.’

			‘What if they refuse?’

			‘They can’t and they won’t. Krieg commissars have special dispensation should they believe the troops they are assigned to are attempting suicidal action without military merit. You know this. Attempting an attack on the t’au at this stage qualifies. But with the vox dead, you need to deliver the order in person. Then march them back here, and we’ll ship you off with them.’

			‘And Jens.’

			‘If you insist. Take your horse too, if you want it.’ 

			Valian and Katarin regarded each other. When he was a cadet, Katarin had terrorised him. Now, he had something she needed. He had fantasised about such a moment. It did not feel as good as he had expected it to.

			‘I’ll need a team.’

			‘You can assemble a command squad here. We’ve got some reserve steeds from the initial invasion that were never used.’ Katarin pointed to the map laid out in front of her. ‘You’ll find the blocking battalions stationed here, here and here. They’ve been notified of your mission. You’ll take your initial squad a few days’ ride south to here. It’s the furthest bastion we control – everything below that line is disputed territory. You’ll resupply and take on additional troops if you need them. I’d recommend travelling light – you’ll be quicker that way.’

			‘There are troops here.’

			‘Everyone here has earned their evacuation, or is getting sent back out. Trust me. They’re leaner and hungrier.’

			‘What about air support?’

			Katarin snorted. ‘The Navy are being as difficult as possible. They know that when someone with half a brain starts investigating this nightmare, they’ll be the ones that come out worst. Most of the older captains will be dead or admirals by then, but for the younger ones? When the Caedes Omnis died, it took a lot of careers with it. You should have seen what my landing was like. The Navy won’t be providing air support. They’re hardly willing to evacuate the ground troops. That gun’ – Katarin inclined her head towards the cannon tower standing watch over the landing pads – ‘is all that’s keeping them here. The Combined Command Authority know they’re probably going to die here, so they’re happy to start a war between the branches of the Militarum. The Navy won’t risk it. Every time we establish a working vox-link, the captain of the Vestigial Pride uses it to tell me that if things get any worse, he’s going to dispatch his boarding crews and take control himself. I told him it would be suicide. So, no. If you see any aircraft, chances are it’s because our friends in orbit have run out of patience. And believe me, Valian, you’d much rather have me in charge than them.’

			Valian had spent some time with Naval captains. Katarin was right. When you put an officer in charge of a battleship the size and population of a subhive, it changed the scale they thought at. Several thousand casualties was a bad day for an Imperial division commander and excellent going for a fleet captain during the first passes of a void engagement. 

			‘How long do I have?’

			‘Two weeks, on current projections. Pretty soon, we won’t be able to get the small haulers through the atmospheric layer. Radiation levels are doubling every day. Mechanicus won’t even put an operational division of skitarii on the surface. They say it’s a waste of resources. You’ll start experiencing minor radiation sickness by the end of week one. We’ve got therapies and treatments if you complete your mission by the end of week two, but if the Krieg out here cook any longer than that, we don’t want them any more.’ 

			‘And me?’

			‘Ride hard. Find a valley that’s shielded from the wind. Pray I never see you again. But you’ll be fine. All you need to do is make contact.’

			‘What about their other commissars?’ 

			‘Combat attrition seems to have done for most of them. Others may have attempted to flee. Some on secondment, such as yourself. You really were my last potential option here. Don’t look hurt. I’m grateful it was you. Plus, you have your… your’ – Katarin gestured at Jens – ‘your mascot here. Who else are you taking with you? Anyone here?’

			Valian thought of Ashe. ‘There’s a medic. Chirus Levy.’

			‘The feudal-worlder you arrived with? Emperor’s teeth, Hesh, do you want a company of pikemen, too?’

			‘She can ride, she’s a horse-doctor, and I trust her. She’ll need a new steed.’

			‘I’ll have someone fetch her one. I think the quartermaster has some Krieg specimens left in dry-pack. I’ll have one rehydrated for you. Have you chosen a comms officer?’

			‘Not yet.’

			‘Good. I’ve chosen one for you. You’ve already met.’ 

			With that, she began busying herself ostentatiously with paperwork. Valian waited for a moment. Katarin cast an irritated look at him.

			‘Hesh, you served under me long enough to know when you’re dismissed. Get on with it.’

			Valian followed his orders.
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			CHAPTER 13

			 


			Jens said nothing for some time, indulging Valian with a silence he fancied was tactful, and he was grateful for it. He was not escorted or followed per se, but wherever he trod, he did not have to look far for a Scion affecting disinterest. There would be no escaping through the Point of Absolute Failure. Not by stealth. When at last Jens did speak, she avoided mentioning Katarin directly.

			‘We are going to find the Four Hundred and Seventy-Second Siege Regiment.’

			‘That’s correct, Jens.’

			She nodded. ‘This is good. It’s fortunate we were here. We should return to our steeds.’ 

			Above, the sky groaned with the weight of ships hammering through the atmosphere. 

			The Point of Absolute Failure was home to a vast herd of riding beasts and animals, penned together in uneasy but controllable chaos. Aside from a pair of sickly, pale mukaali, most were scarred warhorses – anything more exotic would have long been shot to take pressure off the supply chain. Still, those steeds that lived were scheduled for evacuation. Valian remarked on this to Jens, who seemed unsurprised. 

			‘Training cavalry steeds is difficult. Training cavalry riders is simpler. It makes sense.’ 

			‘I suppose you can cram them in tighter than humans, too.’

			Jens looked over the massed animal bodies. ‘Some humans, maybe.’ 

			They picked their way towards the Krieg side of the vast enclosure via suspended gantry. There was Jens’ steed, passive and still. Next to her, a wet mass hung suspended by tubes and pipes, its pink limbs slowly uncurling. That would be Ashe’s new mount. Valian ran through the basics of Krieg cavalry drill in his mind. Don’t expect sudden responses, except in combat, and expect them to be broadly useful. Keep your eye on the blood chemistry. 

			Alice, Valian’s steed, seemed impassive about having been abandoned, as she did about anything apart from violence. One of Katarin’s people had billeted her. Her wounds had been patched and her tack replaced. Valian envied her. Prefectus outfits were rarely comfortable, and least of all for the Death Korps: gold braid was laid over lead-lining, designed to be resistant to chemical attack and the stares of even the harshest parade master. There was a soldier looking after her, which was to say he seemed to be standing closer to her than the other soldiers dared, and he had a handful of hard nutrient matter. Valian recognised the boy. It was the Mordian from earlier. He wondered how Katarin would have advised him to deal with the situation, and then realised Katarin had put him into it. Still, she chided him in his mind. Don’t acknowledge you ran. Make it feel like his mistake. 

			The boy held Valian’s gaze, then saluted with his free hand. The other hovered close to Alice. ‘Ah. Hello, sir.’

			Valian declined to relieve him. ‘Keep your palms flat.’ 

			The boy looked up at his saluting hand and stiffened it.

			‘Other hand. When you’re feeding the steed.’

			‘I’m Lance Czarr, sir. Mordian Iron Guard. Vox-operator, first class. I’ll be handling comms for you.’

			‘Valian Hesh. Death Korps. Commissar. Four Hundred and Seventy-Second Siege. You know what we do. What’s your experience?’

			‘I was highly commended at the Mordian Academy Primus, and I’ve been fortunate enough to participate in several civil order actions, sir.’

			‘Anything else?’

			‘Nothing yet so far, sir.’

			‘On Rezlan VI?’

			‘In general, sir. I just graduated. I’m honoured to learn from an experienced officer such as yourself. Your commander said you’d understand.’ 

			‘Katarin?’

			‘Yes, sir. Lord Commissar Ven Der Ganz. She said you were in a similar position once.’

			Valian thought of his first, terrifying deployments, watching other cadet-commissars churned to meat and dust, and Katarin looking on coldly. They had a hard job ahead. Perhaps it was best that the Mordian didn’t comprehend it yet. 

			Ashe joined them before long. She greeted the steeds first. They did not respond. Valian felt a pang of guilt at seeing her. 

			‘Ashe. Good to see you. I requested your presence. Apologies if I separated you from your regiment.’

			Ashe shook her head and smiled, but there was something sad in her eyes. ‘Most of us were in the north. There’s a chance we’ll find remnants, though. Where we’re going.’ 

			Valian wanted to say something, but she was already busy with her new steed, fiddling with tack and affixing bags to its saddle. Valian chose to do the same.
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			CHAPTER 14

			 


			They rode out alongside an infantry column heading in. Close to the Point, the rumours had rendered the soldiers mute and desperate. They kept their eyes down and trudged forwards grimly. They knew that there was a good chance they would be going back. Towards the back of the column, the troops were delirious; they called out thanks to the Emperor and sang songs and raised their weapons in the air as down the line their comrades were stripped of them. 

			Valian felt queasy as the Point of Absolute Failure slipped from view behind him, disappearing behind the northern foothills. The dim glow of the horizon persisted above all. The ground had been hammered hard and flat by the boots of millions of fleeing soldiers, and made for good riding at first. Further out, rain and flooding deepened the ruts, leaving the going treacherous and unsteady. Ashe took to the Krieg steed well, but had her eccentricities. Valian had provided her with guidance, and she claimed to have read the operational manual, but she ignored both, riding in some rustic, forgotten fashion, calling the great beast by name and whistling to it and feeding it scraps from her pack.

			‘You don’t need to talk to it so much,’ Valian chided her.

			They were at camp. Jens was planning a route with Lance, who fiddled with his useless vox and produced little more than different tones of static. Ashe regarded Valian coolly.

			‘I’ll talk to it all I please.’ 

			‘It doesn’t understand.’

			‘You talk to yours.’

			‘That’s different. They’re semantic triggers. The steeds learn them in hypno. They’re in the manual.’

			Jens interrupted; she had a route prepared.

			‘We’ll track through the urban centres where possible. Looks low-grade. No true hives.’

			Valian nodded. ‘Good. No cover. And no civilians.’

			Jens looked at the charts. ‘Yes. Casualty rates were very high early on.’

			‘Let’s ride hard,’ he said. ‘I want to hit the first camp as soon as possible.’ 

			Every second saved here was a second he could take to plan, to pick his troops, to perhaps even wash. Still, for now, there was nothing to do but hold the reins, keep eyes on the horizon, and think. Valian allowed his mind to wander as, beneath him, Alice picked through the ruins.
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			THE MAKING OF 
VALIAN HESH, PART 1

			 


			His first memory was of huge, strong hands, either proffering him up or pulling him back. He never cared to find out which. Schola children were taught to think of the Emperor as their sole parent. Meticulous records were kept, of course – any secret deviations or sins of the forefathers suddenly became very relevant in investigations. But to access them was, while not forbidden, distasteful. To be taken in by the Schola was, as Valian was told almost constantly, a gift few in the Imperium would ever receive. Why go hunting for the people who gave you up? Was it not sufficient that any of the blessed martyrs of the Imperium could be your parents? 

			He was not alone until he was ten, sleeping and learning in great shift-creches. Blunt-headed abbots and narrow-eyed deacons taught the alphabet, the virtues, the proper catechisms and prayers to the Emperor. A few servitors acted as friends or entertainers, or led role plays for the children. Childish cruelty was turned into the hate becoming of an adult in games of find-the-mutant and knock-down-heretics. Valian remembered an oddly solemn game of the children’s own invention, where they held funerals for each other. Death felt like another strange adventure, and every boy and girl whispered about how they would one day join the grimacing statues that lined the Schola’s towering halls. 

			Valian passed many years as a list of figures held in the Ecclesiarchal archives. He was first noticed at around nine. He had been a precocious child, excelling at rhetoric, arithmetic, the lives of saints and their days, physical exercise – and then he had noticed that the others who did the same were disappearing. Nobody was willing or able to answer why. The servitors just dully intoned that such a question was ‘out of range’. And so Valian had kept his head down, and tried to remain inconspicuous. It worked for a year or two. Then, one day, he was being pulled up by huge, strong hands again, and there was a bag over his head, and then a cold, bright room. 

			The figure opposite him was pallid enough to be a servitor, and had its own share of whirring augmetics. But where the servitors all wore faces of bland benevolence, there was something probing and mean in this figure. Valian was wise enough to let it speak first.

			‘Your brain is normal. Why are your scores falling?’ 

			‘I’m doing my best.’ 

			‘Don’t talk back to me. You’re hiding something. Hiding is naughty. I’m going to have all the tutors in your section checked, scrapped and replaced. Understand that if you lie, I’ll have the same done to your class. Now. What are you hiding?’

			And so, Valian explained his concerns about his disappearing classmates. The figure did not nod, or smile, as a servitor-tutor might. It just scribbled away on a strip of parchment with the long filaments of its augmetic fingers. 

			‘There are… other sections of the Schola. For those we find particularly apt. They value discretion.’

			Valian ventured a question. ‘Is it bad for them, there?’

			For a moment, the figure’s endlessly scribbling fingers ceased their motion.

			‘Never for long. Now, who among your friends is hiding their abilities?’

			Valian took to treachery well. Later in life, he would tell himself that he was young, and afraid, and really had no choice but to give the interrogator a list of names. Maybe that was true. He told himself this story a lot. The interrogator had not threatened or cajoled him. It had just opened up a chasm of silence before Valian. No name seemed to sate it, and so Valian found more and more – not just those who were deliberately failing their aptitude tests, but those who copied, or traded their nutrition portions, or those who only mouthed the saints’ names instead of saying them at morning prayers. When it was done, Valian felt like he had been sick, empty and acid-mouthed. The interrogator finally smiled, and Valian was queasy in his gladness at it. 

			‘Good. I’m going to amend your record to say that your aptitude-tester was faulty. I think you’re going to do very well in the Prefectus.’ 

			Not every student named was punished. Beyond the handful made into spectacles – the underachievers and malingerers – there were disappearances. There were rumours of other institutions with crueller ways and crueller outcomes that drew from the Scholas. Valian watched his friends diminish as the days went on.

			He spent a week in a cell before they shipped him off. He travelled with a munitions consignment. When they hit warp, he busied himself tracing the names and serial numbers on the lasguns – Kantrael, Voss, Gryphonne – and imagined himself carrying them in far-off places. He ignored the whispering of air from the ventilation shafts, which, in the deep warp, had the quality of voices, asking him why he had given their names. 

			On his first day at the Prefectus academy, he met the headmaster, who asked Valian to confirm his height and weight, regarding both with clinical disdain. Valian’s aptitude scores, though, seemed to satisfy him, and so he slipped into some pre-prepared speech about the great duty Valian was taking on, and let him hold the huge bolt pistol on his desk. 

			‘Only fired a dozen times, and never a miss. That’s what faithful service to the Munitorum looks like, Hesh.’ 

			In the evening, he met the true masters of the Prefectus academy, which was to say, the other children. His role was to keep lookout, cadge lhos, take blame, take beatings, polish boots and provide the better portion of his ration to the older boys and girls. He made the mistake of telling the headmaster, who gave him another long, kind speech on the value of tradition, and how across the galaxy, adherence to custom ensured that the Guard remained one of the Imperium’s finest institutions. There was a lot of noise that sounded like resolution, but no action. 

			When Valian returned to dorm, two fifth-years held him down, and the rest of his new bunkmates kicked him half to death. This was a mercy, in its own fashion. He spent a month on his back in the infirmary while he healed, and by the time he had returned, there was someone younger and newer than him to terrorise. Valian joined in with the rest and thus learned the first and most important lesson of the Officio Prefectus. 

			His days began at five, and, saving a punishment lap around the grounds for an improperly made bunk, continued with long mornings of stultifying tuition. In Campaigns and Tactics, they learned of the exploits of Macharius, Guilliman and Thor. In Imperial Linguistics, they honed their Gothic and introduced themselves in Cadian battle-cant, Navis ship-tongue, Valhallan and countless other military dialects. In Psychometry, they watched grainy picts of trials, executions and interrogations, and competed to catch the liars, the killers and the traitors by their expressions and gestures. Afternoons consisted of brutal drill and, twice a week, team games, which were worse.

			Here, Valian took his first life. His first command was a handful of prisoners, heads shrouded in bulky execution collars engraved with DESERTER and BLACK MARKETEER and similar condemnations. The game was simple. Each team consisted of three commissars and a small squad of prisoners. You took your squads, and you tried to kill the other team’s squads. They were armed with pistol-gripped transmitters that signalled the kill-collars to trigger, in order to safely get used to a commissar’s foremost duty without undue risk of harm to other students. Valian managed two rounds without having to use his, and then his squad was wavering, and his teammates were hollering at him to act, and his finger had depressed the trigger before he even noticed. One body collapsed, four more stiffened, and Valian’s team won. He hid his squeamishness and, despite hating himself for it, eventually managed to sleep on game nights. And then they switched to live ammunition, and Valian once again spent one night in every four dry-heaving as quietly as possible in the bunkroom toilets. 

			After a victory, a team received commendations and a chance to sit at the tutor’s table. After a defeat, the older students held dramatic show-trials in their dorms in which the apparent architects of the loss were ruthlessly barracked for their failures. There were punishments and canings and occasional mock executions – Valian was at one point sealed in a box, carried to the roof, and swung as if to dash him on the great statue of Old Yarrick at the Prefectus academy’s main entry. He did not beg for his life and was thus spared: he was unsatisfying, gristly prey. He found his own way to the mysteries of the Officio Prefectus. He studied the liars and the killers and the traitors and robbed himself of any tells. He learned to anticipate the violence of his classmates, and knew when to hide and when to defuse – or, if necessary, redirect. He took care, once more, to place himself in the middle, saving himself from punishing remedial classes or early assignment to the Imperium’s most glorious killing fields, for a time at least.

			At sixteen, Katarin visited. Commissars only rarely grew old. Some, like the headmaster, spent years alongside the most magnificent and brutal regiments of the Imperial Guard, building glorious careers through civil suppression and extermination actions. Some suffered grisly, life-altering injuries, and thus retired to teaching from baroque augmetic frames and amniotic auto-medicae. And a rare few, through ferocity, luck and perhaps the hand of the Emperor Himself, became legends. Katarin was one such figure: the school’s most famed graduate. Valian had heard about the deep dread many felt when meeting the Adeptus Astartes. He had never understood it until she stepped off the lander to inspect the Commissarial candidates. She, too, had been remade by augmetics and gene-craft – not all at once, as the Space Marines were, but victory by gory victory. Her life had been expanded many spans by rejuvenat treatments. Only her eyes belied her real age. It wasn’t the cruelty, or attentiveness. He had grown well used to these. It was an absence. There was something other humans possessed that Katarin had lost – or perhaps, forsaken. 

			She strode up and down the lines, having the young commissars perform pointless drills and asking strange, irrelevant questions. When she came upon a potential cadet, the tutors would flap and twitter about the credentials and abilities of the student, only to be dismissed. She seemed to pointedly ignore Valian. Over eight gruelling hours, she chose twelve candidates for her personal squad of cadets. When the twelfth was chosen, Valian let his shoulders slump, just a little, in relief. This was a mistake. Katarin’s hollow gaze was upon him almost immediately. She cried across the square to him. It sounded like a raptor in full dive closing in on something small and furry. 

			‘You there. The short one. I’ll have you, too.’

			The other prospects parted around Valian as if he was ill. He marched neatly onto the lander to the glares of his fellow chosen. Katarin seemed to notice. She squeezed his arm, and whispered in his ear. 

			‘I always kill one in the first engagement. Keeps the others in line. I’m very good. You won’t feel anything. Well, other than shame.’

			For the first few weeks, Valian lived under the shadow of execution; it never really fully withdrew. She picked out the weaknesses he had so carefully concealed. She pulled out his strengths like a chirurgeon, commending him on his observational skills, his ability to deflate others, his careful use of humour, only to inform him that they were still insufficient. When she told them of the glories of battle, she used Valian like a prop, mock-executing him with thumb and forefinger as he stood in for the hundreds of Guardsmen Katarin had killed for cowardice. She never, ever placed a hand on her bolt pistol without intent. This was one of her strictest rules to the cadets: ‘Don’t rest your hand on it. Don’t fiddle with the catch. Don’t take the safety off to prove a point. Every time you draw it, you draw blood. Anything else teaches the rabble that your wrath can abate. Which it cannot, under any circumstances.’

			She was true to her word. On their first engagement as full cadets – a suppression action against a rogue governor on some dank defile – Vaylund, who was big, handsome and almost always the captain during team games, questioned an order. She was as good as her word; Vaylund’s protest was not a millisecond from his mouth when she detonated his head. The other cadets got the point. 

			When Katarin had holstered her pistol, she called Valian over to wipe Vaylund from her lapels. Her eyes glittered. ‘That’s a welcome surprise. I suppose I’ll have to keep you, now.’ 

			Valian did not feel relieved. 

			Combat itself offered a kind of respite. As cadets, the junior commissars were thrust into the very worst of the fighting – never in the first wave, but always behind them. Here, Katarin’s lazy, constant cruelty was replaced with something far more honed and terrible, and Valian saw why she had risen so high. She wavered between magnificence and horror. One moment she would be at the front, blade high, bare-toothed and straight-backed even as enemy artillery turned the soldiers around her into quivering swine. Another, and she was an edifice of white stone, moving only to execute those who dared to question her. She made sure her cadets learned her craft. Once, Valian wavered in an execution on her orders. After battle, at camp, a punishment was chosen. He did not waver again. 

			Valian did not enjoy killing, but he, to his shame, adored feeling like part of a team, all the sharp elbows and cold stares of peace replaced with necessary camaraderie in the face of death. He made himself useful in dozens of tiny ways, running messages for Katarin, patching injuries, spotting for snipers and artillery – and helping identify who in a squad was wavering. Hatefully, he lived for Katarin’s praise. ‘I should take more malingerers with me into battle,’ she told him. ‘You can see your own kind a mile off, can’t you, Hesh?’ 

			One by one, the cadets found placements as full commissars. On Corman’s World, Marek sank an ork fleet at anchor with a penal legion’s worth of suicide divers, walking along the ocean floor in a slow, crushing charge. On Eried, Callista found her place among the Cadians, driving them forwards with paeans to a fallen world she had never seen. On Blackwood, Stanislav force-marched the Vostroyan Firstborn across a hundred miles of veldt, encircling the aeldari who claimed the planet as their own in a deadly pincer. Katarin had a little ritual for each promoted cadet. She would draw her bolt pistol, eject the unfired bolt, and present it to the new commissar. Each student was given the same parting words: ‘Remember who made you.’ 

			With each cadet promoted, Valian’s responsibilities grew, until he was Katarin’s adjutant, passing on her barbed words to other commanders and ensuring that her needs were met. He avoided combat. He had still yet to execute anyone. Katarin’s needling did not soften, but Valian learned to handle it, and the two met in a kind of homeostasis. He was twenty-one now, and perhaps his career would be bearable. 

			Then, on Arrias, Katarin was wounded. She spent four days and four nights raving and twisting in sweat-drenched sheets. On the fifth day, she summoned Valian.

			‘Valian. I’ve let you down. You were too weak. I’ve crushed you. I’ve made a mouse out of a Commissarial candidate. Every cadet who’s served with me is dead, a Hero of the Imperium, or both. You are neither.’ 

			She placed her bolt pistol on the table between them. 

			‘I’ve been thinking about it a lot. I’ve pulled some strings. I’ve written some very generous commendations. But I can’t bring myself to put you in charge of men under arms. I’d be sentencing them all to death by cowardice.’ 

			Valian kept his eyes on the bolt pistol. There wasn’t any point in running.

			‘I’ve been torn. I really have a very sentimental attachment to you, which I think is why I’ve ruined you. But there’s a place for everyone in the Imperium, Hesh. Even people like you. There’s a planet in the Segmentum Tempestus. Nothing grows there. Nobody lives there who can choose otherwise. They don’t make art, or goods, or weapons. What they make there are monsters. Monsters who worship death. Here’s the funny part. Their commissars have to make them retreat. It’s quite prestigious, so I’m told. I don’t train failures. Much less embarrassing for me to send you there than to kill you.’

			She handed Valian an envelope. It was stamped, in patchy Gothic letters, with a word known and feared across the Imperium: 

			KRIEG 

			‘Your transport leaves tonight.’ She drew up her bolt pistol, made to eject the round, then stopped. ‘I think I’ll hold on to this for you, Hesh.’

			Valian had imagined this moment. The words he had prepared in anger a thousand times deserted him, even as he left. Katarin was right; he was meek. 

			‘You made me,’ he told her. ‘I’ll remember.’

			Katarin had already busied herself with some paperwork. ‘I know you will.’ 

			Valian Hesh was now a commissar of the Death Korps of Krieg.
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			CHAPTER 15

			 


			Rezlan VI’s south was vast and depopulated. Even as the hives in the north swelled, its provincial reputation had seemed to prevent expansion in any meaningful capacity. However, millions had once lived here, in mountain villages, farmsteads, mining communities aboard building-sized crawlers. There were even cities, of a sort: old-style metropolises that sprawled across the flats between the mountains, built wide rather than tall. A few had declared for the Imperium, others for the t’au. Some attempted neutrality. Whomever they sided with, they had been tactically insignificant, and so unworthy of any particular protection or censure. When they had the resources or time, the t’au and Imperium alike had sent air wings to dispassionately flatten a community or two. 

			Now, in the wake of the Caedes Omnis disaster and the Navy’s eagerness to withdraw from the planet, the Imperial forces had no air cover. The same was not true of the t’au. Occasionally, the riders heard the high whine of pulse engines in the sky above, and were driven into hiding. The t’au craft would be above the cloud barrier, but their equipment was capable of strange and terrifying things. With a working vox, it would have been possible to coordinate against them, or warn nearby forces of their presence. Instead, the riders sat in the cover of ruined and unfinished hab-blocks, and waited for the screeching of engines to pass. Every now and again, distant detonations followed. 

			Jens had a list; she would tap whatever road signs still stood on the old asphalt roads that webbed the continent and matter-of-factly recant the fates of the places they once pointed to. 

			‘Bombed. That one was evacuated and trapped. We’ll avoid it. This one…’ She paused and checked her own chart. ‘It’s unclear. But my records say that viral weapons weren’t used. Which seems unusual to clarify.’ 

			‘Anything else?’ Valian eyed the road ahead.

			‘It recommends Imperial forces avoid it where possible. And then it says that viral weapons weren’t used, for a second time.’

			‘We’ll go around.’

			There was an odd kind of peace to the first two days. The carnage of both the burning north and the squalling Point of Absolute Failure was behind them, and the Death Korps were too distant to even think about. All that needed to be done, for now, was to eat up the miles.

			‘Private Czarr.’

			‘Yes, sir?’ Lance responded eagerly when summoned. Valian found him hard to read. Valian had an eye for the fearful and the furtive. Czarr, though, was like something out of a propo-vid. His eagerness was intense enough to be mistaken for the mummery of the regimental piss-taker, but the joke never came. The young vox-operator was more inscrutable than a Korpsman. His stiff collar was like a fortress wall. Well, it was time for a probing assault. And the asking of a rather pertinent question.

			‘You’re a vox-officer, correct?’

			‘Yes, sir. Recently promoted. I can assure you that I’m already very familiar with the correct operation of a range of equipment and broadcast protocols.’

			‘I see.’

			‘I’m also capable of repairing and maintaining both the machine and its immortal spirit, and I can perform technical rites up to level three and, with assistance, can act as an ancillary in rites up to level five.’

			‘Right. And so, if I was to ask you to vox back to base right now and update them on our status, what would you say?’

			Lance paused and went very still. From what Valian understood, Mordian drill sergeants strongly discouraged their cadets from saying ‘no’. Valian let Lance simmer for a moment. To his credit, he found a way out.

			‘I’d happily attempt it for you, sir.’

			‘Right. And in your professional opinion, what would happen?’

			‘Well, I’d try the wideband first, before–’

			‘Say you try everything. What response would you expect to hear?’

			‘I couldn’t currently expect anything, sir.’

			‘On account of the vox being down planetwide, yes?’

			‘Yes, sir, that’s correct.’

			Lance was now exceptionally uncomfortable. There is nothing a soldier of the Astra Militarum – whether Mordian, Cadian or Korpsman – fears more than being surplus to requirements. Valian had grappled with the feeling enough. Here, it was his awl.

			‘So, Private Czarr. When we find the Four Hundred and Seventy-Second, how do we intend to signal them? And what’s your role in this?’ And, if you’re not able to operate the vox, why did Katarin insist on attaching you to my squad?

			If Lance understood the full implications of the question, he did not show it. Instead, he looked both conspiratorial and proud, like a boy with a particularly large insect concealed in his hand. He raised a finger to bid Valian to wait, then dashed to his Sentinel before returning with a large black case. It looked like it could be for rockets, or a launch system. It was larger than even the radiation-hardened emergency voxes used by the Death Korps. Lance busied himself fiddling with various catches and locks, unfolding cables, compartments, antennae. Its geometries were obscure, and Valian was so focused on the complexities of its operation that he barely noticed the human head at its centre at first. It was a shrivelled thing, two lips pursed, dry grey lines, eyes and upper cranium encased in a shroud of black glass. It was utterly still, save for its nostrils, which flared every twenty seconds or so. Valian was accustomed to seeing human remains; he was not accustomed to seeing them breathe. 

			Lance mistook the commissar’s surprise for eagerness. ‘It’s a two-way encryption relay. Crisis hardened. The only transmissions that can punch through here are high-powered, so they’re easy to intercept and decode by the t’au, with their machines. But if we encrypt the signal and put the passkeys into the head of a signaller, then put his head in the box as a servitor, the t’au can’t read them – only someone else with another head.’

			Valian realised that Jens had joined him. Curiosity? It seemed uncharac­teristic, and yet, there she was.

			‘What’s it like for them?’ she asked. Lance furrowed his brow and considered for a moment, then went to inspect the head, levering it slightly out of its sconce with a thumb. There was a serial tattooed on its cheek. He looked it over.

			‘Let’s see. This one is from San Navarre, so it’ll be – I think an honour. If I recall correctly.’

			Jens seemed satisfied and nodded. ‘Yes. It would be.’ 

			Valian looked at the head in the box. There was a panel wired next to it with key phrases for ease of communication. A stern little warning was inscribed above them: KEEP CONTENT AND LENGTH OF MESSAGES TO A MINIMUM.

			Valian gestured to the panel. ‘So, when we find the Death Korps–’

			Lance finished for him. ‘I’ll enter the coordinates into this and let headquarters know we have them.’ 

			‘Very good, trooper. Dismissed.’

			They made camp. Valian picked around his ration and thought about the head. He wondered what it dreamed of. Phonetic alphabets. Troop movements. Enemy positions. When he slipped into sleep, he dreamed of the same things.
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			CHAPTER 16

			 


			Save for the distant thunder of t’au craft overhead, it was an almost silent ride.

			‘Where are the birds?’ Lance asked at camp.

			Jens was impassive. ‘Mass death following the Caedes Omnis incident.’

			Ashe nodded. ‘Ah yes. Bad omen. That’d be it.’ Valian had not read the briefings, but he had seen it during their long ride south – the vast flocks winging into the flame behind him. They would have darkened the sun had there been a sun left to darken. 

			Valian had imagined the forward position would be a mirror of the Point of Absolute Failure – a place of hastily prepared but solid fortifications and furious activity. Before arrival, he had indulged Jens by letting her explain the site’s strengths. She had stood over the chart and gestured at the interminable contour lines that surrounded the great flats where the encampment was based. ‘It was a city-state. Pre-Imperial – back when the planet had nations. It was razed. It’s the only flat ground for miles. Here’ – she had pointed to what looked like a mouth – ‘this is the only proper entrance for anything larger than ground troops. So it’s a solid position to defend with infantry. It’s high up, so anyone shelling it has to shoot uphill. Uneven ground is a struggle for repulsors – that’s why you won’t see t’au armour in these hills.’ 

			Nobody asked why, this close to the forward position, they had not seen patrols, or heard the crack of faraway las fire, or the soft thump of Sentinels on hard-packed earth. Valian felt something was wrong at first. He knew something was wrong when Jens was silent on the matter. She had performed her calculations. She had made her peace already. Why waste time wondering what would have been otherwise? 

			There was a cruel moment when they crested the hill and looked down on the forward position, where Valian fancied he could see what Jens had seen over the charts: the fortifications, the watch posts, the columns of troops marching out on bold missions into the south, hard-bitten but loyal scouts ready to act as escorts to the riders. 

			Whatever the possibilities the site presented, none had risen to them. They had not had time. Hollow tents billowed in the wind for as far as he could see. Here and there stood a bastion or container or tank trap, archaeological ghosts of defences that had never been raised. Lance was silent. Jens scanned the horizon and counted. 

			‘Tens of thousands, at a rough guess, sir.’ 

			Ashe looked troubled. ‘No medicae or mess tents to speak of. At least, none that I can see.’ 

			Jens nodded. 

			Lance hung back, standing watch. Ashe, Jens and Valian dismounted and pushed forwards slowly. T’au attacks were thorough, but there would be signs: plasma-wash, pulse burns. It was possible it was the work of kroot. After all, there were no bodies. Above, vox-systems blared automated messages about order, discipline and the importance of hygiene. Whatever systems powered them were too deeply buried or well hidden to have been looted. 

			Valian turned to Jens. ‘Chemical attack?’

			Jens shook her head. ‘No – there’d be signs of panic. And more corpses.’

			‘An evacuation, then?’

			She considered it. ‘I’m not sure. How do fleeing soldiers usually behave?’

			‘They’d leave things. Even if they were in good order, which they wouldn’t be. Nobody wants to get left behind on this planet. But this is picked clean.’

			Every tent was the same. Empty of life, save for the odd memento or icon to the Emperor or grainy pict trampled into the dirt. Valian looked at the faint bootprints on the ground, trying to work out their spacing, if they belonged to marching soldiers or running ones. Alice grunted behind her mask, restless to be moving so slowly. Walking the entire span of the encampment took an hour or so. It felt longer for its repetitiveness. Every row of tents looked the same, equally empty, equally unrevealing. 

			Ashe saw it first; Jens was the one to understand what it meant. The medic was pointing at a set of tank tracks, pressed deep into the soil. 

			‘Not an engineer, sir, but most of the remnant forces had their vehicles taken from them, yes?’

			Valian nodded. He’d seen it himself. The Imperium wasn’t risking its armour here. It had more than enough flesh for the job. 

			Something about the tread pattern felt familiar. It was something unusual. Too large to be a Russ. He beckoned Jens.

			‘What do you think this is? Artillery tractor? A broad guess will do.’

			Jens regarded Valian for a moment. ‘I recognise it, sir.’

			‘What is it?’

			Jens stared at him for a second. She was apprehensive.

			‘Gorgon transporter, sir. Krieg-issue.’ 

			Something clicked in Valian’s head. He looked again at the bootprints. They were a vast array of patterns and sub-types, and among those head­ing away from the camp, no two seemed alike. But there were others, head­ing towards the camp. They were identical. He could feel Alice stiffen on the reins. She could smell what he saw. 

			‘Jens. I think… I think the Death Korps were here.’

			Jens nodded. ‘Looks like an enfolding manoeuvre, followed by a quick surrender.’

			Ashe looked grave. ‘Did they kill them?’

			Valian found himself slipping back into a familiar role. ‘No, it’d be a waste. They wouldn’t take the time and the resources to execute deserters – it wouldn’t bring them closer to their goal. Even in circumstances like this. Besides, if they wanted to kill the soldiers here, they would have used artillery. Look.’ Valian pointed to the footprints. ‘Close spacing. They were walking. The forces here would have seen them coming.’ Maybe they even went willingly. 

			He was half right. There were bodies outside the main encampment. Ashe knelt and inspected them. She did not use instruments, instead feeling each with thick, gloved fingers. The bodies were undressed. The Death Korps hated waste. ‘These ones’ – Ashe pointed to one heap – ‘were mostly fighters. Mostly close-combat wounds. Knives. Some head trauma. Strangulation.’ 

			Jens nodded. ‘Grenadiers would have advanced by stealth. Trench-drill.’ 

			Valian tried to picture the struggle in his head. Without vox, the forward pickets would have been unable to respond. He imagined skull-faced Korpsmen surging up out of the dust with trench clubs and long blades. ‘Lasgun injuries?’ 

			Ashe looked over the bodies. ‘Some. Jens, could you take a look?’ 

			Jens crouched beside Ashe and touched the tips of her fingers to the ragged, burned holes in one corpse’s shoulder. She examined it carefully. ‘These are from friendlies. I think this is Accatran pattern. Or Voss.’ 

			Valian considered it. There would have been confusion. Most of the command structure of the remnant forces had evacuated. Those sent out to the blocking battalions were tired, sick and effectively leaderless. Without centralised command, when one squad started firing, they all would. And if they were fighting other Guardsmen, identifying friend from foe would be nearly impossible. 

			Jens moved down the line with Ashe. She pointed to another heap. ‘This was the work of the Death Korps. These ones were all shot by Lucius-pattern lasguns.’

			Ashe had blanched. She was suddenly very still. Valian looked at the corpses, and realised why. These were not combat casualties. They were executions. Each had been dispatched with a shot to the back of the head. You could tell; when it was pre-charged, the muzzle heat of a Lucius-pattern lasgun was enough to set the victim’s hair on fire. There was one remaining piece of the puzzle. He surveyed the bodies.

			Ashe looked grave. ‘Why haven’t these been burned?’ 

			Valian winced as Jens replied.

			‘It’s not standard practice on Krieg. Only during siege engagements, and only if fuel can be spared.’ 

			Ashe scowled, and went amongst the bodies, performing private benedictions of her own to the dead. Jens was impassive.
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			CHAPTER 17

			 


			Jens timed them. They had a few hours to scour the camp. Any more and they would fall behind too far to ever recover. Two of these were spent flat and still on the earth as t’au aircraft hammered through the sky overhead. Once they passed, Valian, Jens, Ashe and Lance carried on picking through the wreckage. Valian found a few half-used blisters of combat stimms – low grade, probably stale from centuries in a Munitorum warehouse, but perhaps enough in a pinch. Lance filled his pockets with keepsakes – little statues of the Emperor, grainy picts of family or regimental mates. Ashe tore off strips of tent and made up bundles of improvised bandages, but seemed unimpressed by the rest. Jens did not search at all; she spent her time atop the command post, surveying the territory ahead and making amendments to her charts. 

			Ashe approached Valian as Jens was working. The medic had been quiet since she examined the bodies. She kept shooting looks to Jens, as if the prefectus militant was something strange and dangerous. Which, Valian considered, she was. 

			‘You’re part of the Four Hundred and Seventy-Second Siege, aren’t you, sir?’ Ashe looked cautious. 

			‘Strictly speaking, yes. But the Four Hundred and Seventy-Second are – were – seen as very stable. Most of the commissars were on secondment. We wanted to prepare the rest of the regiments on planet for joint action if it came to that. Some troops have reservations about serving alongside the Death Korps.’ His mind went back to the neat rows of corpses with las burns on the backs of their heads.

			‘Did you know the colonel? Did you know they could do something like this?’

			Valian made to speak, paused, and thought. He had spent as little time as possible with the Death Korps on his way to Rezlan VI. The 472nd had just been one set of masks among the many he had encountered. There had been names and serial numbers at the briefings, but he had leaned on Jens to remember them. He had shaken the colonel’s hand, perhaps? He tried to remember the grip, any hint behind the mask of a personality, any explanation as to where he would have gone next. Or why he had done this. 

			The riders passed over a bad stretch. Hours of journeying uphill or through narrow passes or long-abandoned service tunnels, only to be forced to turn back for hours more due to cave-ins or avalanches or drifts of fallout blowing down from the north. At every failed junction, Jens pulled out her charts, and plotted, and adjusted the numbers, and calculated new routes. Valian took her aside.

			‘Are we still on track?’

			‘It’s going to be tight, sir. If we continue at this rate, we won’t make it.’

			The group grew fractious. Valian could see it building. Jens withdrew, her briefings and course changes becoming stiffer and less explained. Ashe fussed and fiddled. Lance attempted to be helpful. At another crossing, a rail bridge above a transit line, now long abandoned, he tried to assist Jens. 

			‘Why don’t you take a break from the charts? I can see well from up there.’ He gestured to the cab of the Sentinel. ‘Stands to reason that if the war’s cut off the paths on your charts, it’s made some new ones.’

			Jens did not respond. Valian considered shooting Lance down, but they were behind, and Jens’ approach was not working. 

			‘Let’s try it, Czarr. Take a look.’

			Lance spent some time on top of the Sentinel, peering about with magnoculars. He plotted a course. Jens was very quiet and rode a distance away from the group. They made something like progress. It was faint, but Valian could feel the trail of a large army moving very, very carefully. Columns of hard-packed soil and crushed vegetation where infantry columns had passed. Grenade pins. Las packs. Increasingly, shallow grave-pits. Valian could feel new aches leaching into his bones. His blood seemed to run more sluggishly. He felt tired more easily and was dizzy when he stood. The poison was invisible, but it was here, and the dark, vast spaces of the south were just as doomed as the burning north. Alice was faring better, but Valian could feel her wearying, ever so slightly. The riders stopped for organic repair, helping Ashe apply poultices and patch-kits to wounds and picking stones from the Krieg steeds’ talons. 

			At midday, Lance signalled a sighting: Troop movements, distant, assaying size and disposition. 

			Imperial? signed Valian, making the aquila. 

			Lance shrugged. Inconclusive. 

			Valian thought to himself. If they were afoot, it was unlikely they were t’au. Still, this deep into unknown territory, it was impossible to be sure. He signalled for the group to follow. 

			The infantry were in a bad state; they were moving slowly. The riders kept them level easily. If they were friendly, they would have supplies and possibly information on the route ahead, or, at the very least, a sense of where the Death Korps were. If they were t’au auxiliaries or deserters – well, they would still have supplies. With the Sentinel and the element of surprise, the riders could take them. 

			They were close enough to make out individuals now. They wore a riot of different uniforms. This appeared to be one of the remnant battalions. Jens pointed out tankers and engineering crew from a dozen regiments among their number. They looked like they had seen combat, and recently. If they had encountered the Death Korps, they would have leads as to where they were. By the same credit, they would be unlikely to welcome Valian and Jens with open arms. 

			The riders waited. 

			Too long, as it turned out. After half a day or so, they heard the familiar boom of supersonic aircraft overhead. A dozen or so blocky shapes descended from the clouds, and bathed the lost battalion in fire. Battlesuits. The t’au’s own cavalry. Even if Valian had wanted to intervene, the xenos were gone before the riders could reach the remnant camp. They left nothing but ash and flickering chemical flame. 

			It was not an absolute loss; there was a little nutrient paste fit for the horses, some laspacks, and assorted blisters of meds and chems, of which about a third was usable, at least by Ashe’s estimate. Valian gave a silent prayer of thanks to the Emperor for this good fortune. 

			The riders pressed on.
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			THE MAKING OF 
VALIAN HESH, PART 2

			 


			It was an ugly transit, all short hops and reefs and bad tides. The Navigator was a drunk and a bore who insisted on taking his honorary seat at the captain’s table. Valian, while only a mere cadet-commissar, was often drafted into sitting next to him by the captain, who seemed to be trying to impress Katarin by bestowing this dubious honour on her protégé. It was a chartered vessel. Commissars were not delivered so often to Krieg that they justified the use of the grand bulk haulers of the Munitorum, and so Valian travelled alongside grain, tawdry idols of saints, containers of rare compounds and stacks of freeze-dried corpses set for interment on some shrine world somewhere. The vessel’s libraries were all but useless. Damp and bookworm had done for most of the volumes in the hardstore, while the cogitator in Valian’s quarters – a luxury, as he was constantly told by the captain – hummed loudly enough to make his teeth ache. He studied nonetheless, as fighting his way through flickering pictbooks and worm-eaten parchment was preferable to boredom, or fear. 

			The history of Krieg is a glorious one – a model for the rest of the Imperium. Krieg is without crime, apostasy or deviation. Krieg soldiers are courageous and honourable. Martyrdom is the fate of every Krieg soldier – for each that dies, ten other citizens of the Imperium may continue their toil. Such is the selfless valour of the Korpsmen that they never remove their masks. 

			Valian worked to separate the truth from the myth, examining footage and after-action reports only available to Officio Prefectus personnel. It bled into his dreams. Every night he writhed through tunnels, pursued by or pursuing Death Korpsmen with the faces of plump white maggots. He stood shoulder to shoulder with Colonel Jurten as he ordered the bombs to fall. He was on Vraks, ankle-deep in blood. 

			Krieg itself was almost a relief in comparison to its image. The dour, grey little planet did not seem like much of a terror from orbit. The stasis it possessed in images persisted into reality; it had the same cold calm as a tomb. The pilot of his shuttle explained, ‘Ecology on the surface won’t kill you straight away, but almost nobody lives here. They like it too much underground now.’ 

			Valian fancied he could see cables, new struts and fresh beams of plasteel between the shattered reaches of the spires. The world had been frozen in the moment of its destruction. And yet, in the distance, huge vessels were lifting off from the planet’s surface. The orbit was full of transporters on their way to distant systems and vast munitions barges, their holds swollen with tanks, ammunition, lasguns and bayonets. The shuttle pilot had no problem securing a berth at the space port. It had been designed to accommodate billions of departing soldiers. It was not designed in expectation of their return. 

			The terminus was quiet. No posters of the Emperor implored His people to die. There were no relic-hawkers or street preachers proclaiming doom. Krieg was peopled by living relics. For them, the apocalypse had come and gone. They knew it was time to die. Valian travelled by groundcar along the planet’s surface. Along the way, the driver pointed out various ruins and shattered structures and told Valian the story of Krieg’s fall, as if it were a pleasure tour across some shrine world. Here was where the High Autocrat declared independence; here was where the first of Colonel Jurten’s atomics landed; here was where the first of the underground battalions that would grow into the Death Korps had returned to the surface. The driver told each anecdote with the same chirpy eagerness, the man clearly very proud to serve on such an auspicious world.

			Each of Valian’s fellow off-worlders proved equally strange in their own unique fashion. At his welcome dinner, they swarmed him like carrion crows, hungry for news, gossip, and, in one case, descriptions of trees and flowers. 

			‘Don’t you have those here?’ he asked. 

			‘Under glass, yes, but I want to hear what one looks like in sunlight.’ 

			Many, like Valian, were military personnel who had conducted good careers on paper but failed to demonstrate any unique verve or zeal. Some were outcasts and experimenters, in particular the biologists and chem-technicians. 

			‘Aren’t you with the magi biologis?’ 

			‘Hah! Those fools are too prudish to think about conventional reproduction, let alone the miracle of the vitae wombs – which really are quite remarkable, the latest amniotic substrate–’

			Speaking to them was an ordeal, but vastly preferable to the fanatics. Some had volunteered to come to Krieg; they had fallen in love with the planet, or, more accurately, its reputation. They made wild claims about the feats of the Death Korps. They all but licked their lips when talking about the deaths of thousands or even millions of humans in devastating frontal assaults. At every opportunity they pinned down Valian as a witness to their spoken re-enactments of great Imperial defeats, recasting the Death Korps as the defenders during the Fall of Cadia or the Second War for Armageddon. Throughout the throng drifted the commissars. They had the glib charm of any Schola-educated officer. For every expatriate, they had a benign compliment or a carefully chosen fact to remember. One of them touched Valian on the shoulder as they went by, and whispered in his ear. ‘This is training. Get your chin up and smile. Welcome to your new life.’ 

			Where Katarin had preached zeal, violence and force, the Krieg commissars filled a subtler, stranger role. Their job was not to drive the rabble of mankind forward, but to smooth the frictions that arose when conventional soldiers fought alongside the implacable Death Korps. Katarin had trained Valian better than she thought; he proved skilled at appeasing, wheedling and soothing frictions. He learned what myths to dispel – ‘No, sir, the Death Korps are not suicidal, your troops could learn well from them’ – and which to inculcate – ‘Yes, sir, that’s right, the Death Korps cannot feel pain, they’ll save your troops a lot of bother in the first wave.’ The Korspmen themselves were easy to miss. They were like statues, or religious icons. Only the low hiss of breathing behind their masks gave away that they were alive. 

			Valian’s first engagements with the Death Korps were not really with the Death Korps at all. He glad-handed grim-faced sergeants and prepared them for war with a regiment he barely knew himself. He found he was good at it. He had become good at pleasing people, at Schola and under Katarin. People were afraid of the Death Korps, of the brutal, torturous campaigns they heralded – their arrival on a world was often a message from the wider Astra Militarum that the regiments already in place had been too slow in their conquests. All the bluster, the bravado, the idiot slang about ‘bagheads’ and ‘shovellers’ – it was just ordinary fear. Valian learned to harness that fear, to provide just enough comfort for smooth operations. 

			On Orivan, Valian got caught on the wrong side of the wire. There was a front line, on paper. In reality, he arrived, was assigned a regiment in need of an education in the glorious practices of the Death Korps, and then, an hour or two later, found himself lying dazed on a roadside as his driver clawed fruitlessly at the monofilament wire that was taking him to pieces at carefully calculated speed. A drukhari twin-charge mine – something efficient to kill metal, and something slow to kill meat. Alien impellers purred in the distance, as a dark shape moved into the air to savour the kill. Valian ran. 

			There were hours of fumbling, awful warfare; of leaping from hole to hole in search of a place free from pain and black laughter. Valian held himself still in the freezing water of a shell hole for what seemed like an age and prayed to the Emperor that his death would be quick. And then, there they were. The aliens laughed, at first, as they always did. Valian dared to spy their black ships streaking off into the fog and smoke. They rode back with gas-masked heads on their trophy racks. They looked as full of dark cheer as before, but there was something different in their demeanour. He could not understand their speech, but the tone had shifted. Dracons who had previously louchely drawled orders to troops from the backs of palanquins were now standing and shouting. There were arguments, breakdowns in communications. They looked restless and upset. More black ships plunged into the fog; fewer and fewer came back, and those that did came back scarred and depleted. And then, there it was – an absurd, brassy little sound amid the clangour of war. It enforced silence with its ridiculousness, a perky little reveille on a bugle. After it, no singing, no shouting – not even ‘For the Emperor!’ – just the shf-shf-shf of one hundred thousand greatcoats and the tread of two hundred thousand boots in the damp mud. 

			The first line of soldiers collapsed in a hail of splinter fire; the second broke shortly after, but there was a third and a fourth, and more and more, and they were not stopping – and then the Death Korps reached the drukhari line, and Valian realised that the fanatics back on Krieg, with their gleeful horror stories about the Korpsmen and their capacity for violence, had, if anything, underestimated their charges. 

			Here is a Korpsman with his arms burned away, kicking, kicking, kicking from the dirt at a fallen drukhari. And there is one with guts trailing from her like a battle flag, stabbing again and again into the body of a screaming – yes, it is screaming – alien with the mechanical fury of a servitor stamping rivets. Here is a squadron of engineers, trained relentlessly in leverage and force and mass, using their own leverage and force and mass to press a black-armoured tyrant into the murky depths of a shell hole even as the creature’s hissing blade tears at their flesh. Here is the man or woman or thing that hauls Valian from the shell hole. They have been carved like a side of grox at a formal dinner. They bleed from a thousand wounds. One shattered rag of an arm is wrapped around an entrenching tool. The other – stripped of fingers – is forming a salute above a gas mask with crazed lenses, and Valian, to his horror, is being addressed in the ragged rasp of a walking corpse. 

			‘Extraction ready, sir. If you’ll come with me.’ 

			Valian made himself remember the trooper’s number, even as he was hauled off into the lander and into the cold embrace of orbit. He entertained vain fantasies of having the Korpsman as his equerry, or promoting him to squad leader, or simply having the chance to bestow his gratitude: ‘They say the Krieg fight to redeem themselves – I daresay your efforts have done that many times over!’ 

			Back on Krieg, the quartermaster’s office replied to Hesh’s correspondences with bemusement. They were used to enquiries that dealt with tens of thousands of soldiers. Valian had to descend into the administrative warrens himself to find an answer. He had expected a kind of teeming chaos beneath the surface, the same desperate, squalling human riot found on every hive world. But the tunnels were tomb-quiet, just as the service. Korpsmen pressed their faces to bulkheads as he passed, staying completely still in a habit of discipline no officer had managed to train out of the war-scarred populace. None spoke. The only sound was the low chorus of air filters, strip lumens, and, beneath Valian’s feet, the distant rumble of ancient generators. 

			The quartermaster’s office boasted more activity, but there was something mannered about the hustling between aisles of paperwork and clattering of requests through the pneumatic tubes. A retreat in good order from the logistical carnage endured every day by the Death Korps, conducted to the drumming of the auto-typists, graduating only occasionally to an advance or even a charge when a majority of brigades were in transit, or wiped out, and thus no longer in need of supplies. Valian waited by a gas-masked clerk, who, after an hour or two of delay – holding up the Krieg hand sign for Hold, await further commands each time Valian pressed him – eventually looked up the record. The file was three lines long; it had the serial number of the Korpsman, a note that recorded that the Korpsman had passed their initial recruitment checks and was now in early hypno-processing. The clerk explained. ‘Only so many serials. We reuse them when they’re done. Lots of things we need. Busy busy busy!’ She sounded as if she had learned how to speak from Imperial requisition telegrams. As Valian left, he realised she probably had.

			Valian was not formally upbraided for the incident, but it did draw comment. Koblenz, Valian’s immediate superior, put it to him succinctly.

			‘I was told you were easily predictable, Hesh. We like regularity on Krieg. High command, the colonels, the Prefectus – we have created a military machine here incapable of producing surprises. Do you know what we do with surprises?’ 

			Valian shook his head. He had some vague ideas, of course. Not every servo-skull had belonged to a saint or loyal servant. 

			Koblenz looked darkly at Valian. ‘We put them in the cavalry.’
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			CHAPTER 18

			 


			Choosing watches was surprisingly easy. No two of the riders had quite the same sense of ‘morning’ and ‘night’. Valian, as was fashionable among the Prefectus, kept old-fashioned Terran time. In the Schola, the children had begun the days under gleaming sol-lamps, in order to condition them to the most human way of doing things. In practice, this largely just made him feel unwell. He felt the absence of the sun, even a false one. Jens and Lance, in contrast, seemed almost comfortable. Jens confided in Valian one ride.

			‘It’s like being underground. Like being buried.’

			Lance feared the sun. ‘Mordian is tide-locked. The light side is a death sentence.’ 

			‘I imagine literally.’ Valian had heard of Mordian’s harshness and unusual punishments. Still, Lance shook his head. 

			‘Not literally. It’d take too many resources to transport people there except in special cases. We just shoot people, usually.’ 

			Ashe, on the other hand, always insisted she knew when morning was. Regardless of her assigned watch, Valian would always find her at the start of each ‘day’ staring into the sky, her hands clasped together in prayer. She caught Valian watching and gave him a look like he was very foolish, but forgivably so. ‘He’ll be here someday soon. You’ll see.’ 

			They had been avoiding the urban centres, ostensibly in fear of rubble or unexploded munitions or bands of kroot, who had been loosed on the south in the early days. Jens did her best to leave the cities out in her plans, and so Valian’s riders most often passed them on access roads or long-abandoned railways – both the magnetic and conventional kind. When Valian and the rest glimpsed cities, it was at a vast distance, or as they passed above them – hollow-eyed ruins that all looked the same. A few scant fires glimmered in the dark. It had the same strange quality of Krieg. Painted in ash and hollowed of human goods, the cities did not feel like cities at all, but grave markers or memorials. It was impossible to imagine them as inhabited. At least at a distance. They were not always avoidable. 

			Jens pulled out the charts. ‘The territory here is poorly mapped and underdeveloped, even by the standards of what we’ve encountered so far. The steeds could take the hills, but if we waste too much time charting a passage, we might not reach our target on time. We can cut through here. It’s an industrial hub, so wide roads and low-level industry – a lot of it will have been underground. Looks like it was saturation-bombed early in the war and left alone since.’

			Valian considered the ghost of a city on Jens’ chart. It was military issue, and thus appended with huge yet drab numbers that denoted tons of munitions dropped on certain districts, how many air sorties had been flown over the ruins, and how many people had been killed. They would only need to be in the city for a few hours. It would be madness to go round. Still, Valian shivered. 

			They rode in open order; better to lose one rider to a landmine than all of them. Valian changed his weight on instinct, sitting gingerly in the saddle, and Alice shifted in response, splaying out her claws to spread her vast weight over the earth. Lance loped behind in his Sentinel. The autocannon swivelled cautiously in its mount, peering through empty windows. The outskirts were low-grade habs – big, blocky dormitories that swallowed up off-worlders and seasonal workers from the countryside and broke them on the anvil of Imperial industry. They were not well hardened against assault; many were beginning to collapse, not bombed directly but shaken loose by continuous near misses. They sagged on themselves as if exhausted. There were grain stores, promethium depositories, emergency shelters whose hazard lights glimmered their last. The thought of foraging for supplies in this charnel house made Valian feel short of breath. There was no need. An emergency tithe had been levied on Rezlan VI midway through the war. Press-ganged work crews had scoured every city of all but the barest minimums of food; the rest had fed the starving or lined the pockets of black marketeers. 

			It was not a place anyone could live. And yet, here, in the windless valleys of the dead city, something rustled in the hollows. 

			Valian signalled Jens. Are we being followed? 

			Yes, she signed back.

			They rode on. They were too deep now to turn back. The Krieg steeds were good in rough ground like this. They wound through broken streets, alleyways and access routes. There were more signs of life: pale shapes behind doorways. Muffled snatches of something like language. Footsteps. 

			The figures in the shadows met Valian’s riders at the city’s heart, a patch of flat ground among flattened buildings. At its core was a heap of molten bronze – a statue to some Imperial champion from centuries past. They lined the long avenue as the party passed, the last civilians on Rezlan VI. They had their hazard gear on. It was civilian-grade kit, meant for enduring short air raids, some industrial gear, rags soaked in chemicals, or merely bandages stained with blood and hastily inked prayers. They were silent, and kept their distance. As Valian’s riders walked by, each figure made the sign of the aquila: two hands across the chest, hands spread to form wings. It was impossible to tell how old or young they were, but some were very small. Valian kept his eyes ahead. The people did not follow them out of the city, but they watched the riders leave. There were more of them left than the chart had said. 

			The city was followed by a minor miracle: a few miles of unbroken road, then a bridge. It was an ancient thing, wrought of stone and iron. It had commemorated something once, but the dedications had worn away, and sconces that had once held statues of heroes lay empty. It was vast, too. Looking down its length from one end, it was impossible to see where it finished. As Alice passed from the broken earth of the hills onto the worn asphalt of the bridge’s surface, her cortisol levels dropped, just a little. Valian felt the same. 

			They crossed two days’ worth of valleys in four hours. The riders advanced in silence, peering into the parched passes below, imagining struggling through more rough ground. They paused at the end of the bridge. Jens pointed at the supports beneath, visible now from the group’s new vantage. Fat, dark shapes clung to the struts. Blasting charges. 

			‘Apologies, sir. I didn’t want to point anything out until I was sure. It appears the bridge is trapped.’

			Valian was a little taken aback. ‘Perhaps, Jens, it would have been apposite to bring up your suspicions before we crossed.’

			Jens shook her head. ‘If we’d crossed below, we would have been off schedule. So we would have died anyway. I assessed the risk and made a judgement.’ 

			‘And if your judgement had been wrong?’

			‘I don’t think we would have had much time to reflect on it, sir.’

			Valian eyed the charges and tried to imagine why the Death Korps hadn’t detonated them. Incompetence was impossible. It could be sabotage – ­setting them up would have required a vast amount of labour, and the Death Korps would have doubtless pressed their new recruits into service to get it done. There was also the possibility that the trap had simply not yet been sprung; that when Valian rode back, he would find the bridge collapsed and would have to traverse the valleys below after all. 

			As he rode on, the great heat of the north at his back and the howling plains of the deep south at his front, he could not escape the notion that none of this was true, and that what he had seen was an invitation. Somebody knew he was coming. They wanted him to know they knew.
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			CHAPTER 19

			 


			Flooding had turned the macro-farms to glass. 

			They mirrored the dark columns of the sky such that it was like walking into a vast cavern. Even Jens’ charts could not cut a path through. Here, in the lee of the mountain range that parted the upper part of the continent with its terminal peninsula, it was flat, kept dry in peacetime only by pumps, levees and vast seawalls. The water was only an inch or so deep, but the mud beneath was treacherous. They picked through with awful slowness. 

			The Krieg steeds could wrestle their way out of neck-deep mud – they trained for it in the cavalry school – but their riders, especially Ashe, were in much more danger. Lance, usually the silent envy of Valian, was at particular risk; he followed on meekly in his Sentinel. Even Alice was irritable. She liked to move with speed and decisiveness and power, and was not practised at uncertainty. Resting was impossible. There was no shelter save empty rockcrete barns and flimsy outbuildings, home now only to rusting equipment and hoppers empty of grain, their upper floors rotted away, their lower floors flooded. 

			There were raised roads on the maps. Without exception, they had all been meticulously destroyed – and recently. Jens examined one shattered rockcrete berm. 

			‘They blew the superstructure with charges. Neat work. Engineers. The rest has been torn down by hand. Maybe teams. Maybe with cables.’

			Valian looked at the stones. Some of them had been stained a dark brown. Bare hands scuffing on the grit for hours at a time. The Death Korps had been in a hurry. A little of the bridgehead was above the waterline and had enough room, packed tight, for three to sleep sitting up. Valian assigned the shifts: he and Jens, followed by Lance and Ashe. 

			He’d managed to settle into gritty half-sleep when there was suddenly something heavy on him. Ashe was close enough to his face for him to see the tiny broken blood vessels around her eyes. She had her arm barred across his throat. 

			‘Don’t move. Keep still and quiet,’ she hissed.

			Ashe looked terrified. But, Valian thought, soldiers about to kill their commissar often did. But if she had wanted him dead, there had been better opportunities than this.

			‘What’s wrong?’

			‘Bird in the air. Coming close. Play dead.’

			They lay together. Valian could feel the rough stones digging into his thigh. He shifted, and Ashe shifted with him, keeping him pinned. 

			‘Stay still. You can reprimand me after. But look.’

			Something dark was moving over the water – a kind of disc. Sensors and blocky, threatening shapes hung beneath it. At this distance, it seemed completely silent, but its gravitic impellers cast ripples behind it in the murky floodwater. A drone. 

			‘Where’s Jens?’ whispered Valian.

			Ashe inclined her head downwards. ‘In the water.’

			He could not see the Korpsman. He could feel adrenaline kicking in, and felt oddly elated. He wanted to sprint out across the water, to stand up, to shout, to call the drone over. It drifted on. Valian could see the dim eye of its sensor now. They had a limited intelligence and even a degree of independence – abominable to humanity, who despised both even in other humans. This drone might be lost, or running through automated patrol patterns. It might be hunting for something. He squinted and tried to make out its armament. Valian had seen drone swarms in action. Officers of the Officio Prefectus – darkly, and only in the company of fellow travellers – called them the ‘Commissar’s Friend’ for their deadliness against fleeing and broken squads. Out in the open, it would tear the riders to pieces while being almost impossible to harm in return. Lance would have a chance, maybe. But if it wasn’t alone, if it was hunting, there would be reinforcements nearby. It was too deep in ostensibly Imperial-held territory for line infantry, and irregulars like kroot seldom fought alongside drones. It would be accompanying a scout craft. Or a gunship. 

			The drone was close enough to hear now, a low hum passing over the water, the odd chirp. Were the t’au having the same communication problems as the Imperial forces? What if it had scanned this sector already? What would it think of the new bodies strewn across the bridgehead? Would it report the riders’ position? It could not be allowed to return. But how could they destroy it?

			‘Ashe,’ hissed Valian. ‘We need to bring it down.’

			Ashe pressed her elbow into Valian’s ribs. ‘Wait.’

			The drone was very close now. It was on a direct course with the bridgehead. Lance’s Sentinel was thigh-deep in the muck, and its engines were cold. Was he inside, or asleep? Whatever the case, if the drone decided to fire on Valian and Ashe, the Mordian would need a full minute to get the reactor started. The Krieg steeds were lying still, leaning against the broken stones behind him. There was still no sign of Jens.

			And then – something was moving under the water. It was grey, monstrous and human. He recognised her immediately, even caked in mud. Her timing was almost perfect. The drone had passed just over her spot when she leapt. She had a hunting lance in both hands; she brought the tip up and through the drone, turning its own forward momentum against it. For a moment, Valian was looking at something out of human pre­­history – the hunter, spear in hand, taking their prey mid-flight – and then the fragmentation charge blew. The drone was split in two. One half whirled off into the water while the other spun into the air. It reached its apex, and Valian could not help himself.

			‘Yes! Jens!’

			And then, the remains of the drone stopped in mid-air. Its impellers screeched. The water rippled. Jens was already moving into a firing position. Her lasgun hissed with steam as she cracked three clean shots into the air. The half-drone jinked and weaved and spun drunkenly off away from the riders, erratic but purposeful. Ashe sprung off Valian and scudded down the stones towards the horses. Lance’s Sentinel shuddered in protest as the engines went into hard-start from cold. No time for rites of awakening now. Valian felt his body do something similar as he followed Ashe over the stones. 

			He was barely in the stirrups and Alice was away. He gave the order to retreat almost as an afterthought. In the distance, something huge hummed. Jens, now just behind Valian, worked it out first. 

			Gunship, she signed. Another low thrum joined the first. Two. More possible. 

			Valian signed back. Time until they’re in combat range? 

			Ten seconds.

			It felt longer. Alice struggled and stuck in the mud, barely moving forwards. Valian kept a hand on her flank, clicking under his tongue and carefully monitoring her blood chemistry; if the steed burnt out her glands now, she’d be exhausted if – when – she needed to fight in earnest.

			Ashe fared a little better. She was a good distance ahead now. It was Lance who was doomed. Even half-sunk, he was a huge target, robbed of the speed that usually served in place of heavy armour for a Sentinel. A railgun hit would core him out, and even a glance would produce such concussive force that it would liquidise the boy’s organs. Valian had seen it before on Rezlan VI – a blue flash against the hull of a Leman Russ, a cheer over the vox at what seemed like a near miss, and then the tank would stop dead. He could not afford to lose Lance. Or the communication device. 

			There was a sound like a steel cable being drawn taut, and a flash. Valian turned on instinct, just in time to see the bridgehead detonate in a shower of rockcrete. That was the first gunship. He signalled the group to loosen their formation, and Ashe, Jens and Lance struggled to comply, wading away from each other in the murk. He fought forward. He had five seconds before it could fire again. If the second gunship was holding its shot, it could release it at any moment. 

			He pushed on, praying to the Emperor for solid ground. Alice struggled in the grime. He could see, on her monitoring dial, that her cortisol levels were spiking. Not fear, but whatever passed for it in a Krieg steed. They were too big. Too slow. Too heavy. There was only one thing for it. Valian gave the signal to dismount. The firing solutions on the xenos’ gunships were high; forcing them to depress the turret would reduce their accuracy. Maybe. There was another eerie, tight-wire sound, and something whistled overhead. Not close – Valian’s eardrums, even protected by his mask, would have burst otherwise. But still too close for comfort.

			He dropped from the saddle and was waist-deep almost immediately. That was good. It was cover, of a sort. He fought forwards in the muck. Every step felt like ten; he had to bring his legs up high to free them before plunging them back down into the mud. Cold water flooded through the fraying seals in his battle dress, forcing open the wear and tear of weeks of hard campaigning. It requires more courage to suffer than to die. 

			He looked back. Jens and Ashe were down – or maybe fallen, where are they? – while Lance was trudging on. His smoke dispensers were belching, but in the still air, the white fog merely pooled around the Sentinel, painting it white against the bleary horizon. Valian signalled to the view slit. Dismount! Dismount! 

			He could see it in his head, vividly. Not Lance, but an alien, tucked into the womblike confines of the gunship, wired into raw data, its features shrouded by glossy black alloys of profane forgings, trained not to do something so honest and human as to die but exceptionally well trained to kill. It saw a mirror of what Valian saw, the Sentinel from its other side, runic indicators in an unholy tongue lining up distance, wind speed, predicted target paths. 

			If Lance was stupid he would be struggling with the bulky levers and joysticks and rubber-capped switches in an attempt to bring his own weapons to bear. If he was smart he would instead be struggling with the hatch release, the heat of the reactor tightening the seals against the cold outer hull.

			But it’s too late. The indicators are aligned, and there’s a tone in the alien’s cockpit, and on the viewscreen it sees the Sentinel for the last time before, fast as thought, it fires. At the same time, the hatch opens, and Lance is almost out, and Valian wants to embrace him because he’s bringing up the bulky communications device, and that is what will kill him, as he’s stuck, unable to fit it through the hatch. He shifts, pulls it out.

			When Valian hears the shot, it will have already happened. It has happened now. Lance has been too slow, and Valian hates him more in this moment than he has at any moment before this because he is not looking at Lance but at himself. The frightened boy masked in good manners and enthusiasm and compliance. Agreeing to everything not from zeal but from a desire to simply stop talking. On the very brink of escape from this planet and instead assigned to die, with a smile on his face and a salute on his brow. Where has it brought him?

			He is crouching atop the Sentinel, peering into the murk below with Valian’s scared eyes. There is an awfulness to this moment and to the human mind: that even after millennia of warfare, a yard or so of dark, still water is far more frightening than ultra-high velocity kinetic penetrators and multi-spectrum targeters that rake the dark with fingers of invisible light. 

			He sees the flash. Valian looks into his own face and expects fear. 

			It’s not him, it’s not fear. 

			Lance is not crouching in panic but anticipation. He pauses not to hesitate but to fill his lungs with air. He springs from the roof of the Sentinel. 

			For a second, he is flying. It can’t last. What beautiful thing can?

			He hits the water hard. It’s a deep spot. Valian is fighting through the mud to meet him. Something passing overhead. Firelight on the water. An ecstasy of fumbling as Valian reaches into the dark water. He presses Alice’s reins into frightened hands and slaps her flank. Lance is pulled free. He’s coughing up brackish water. He looks like hell; all his survival gear is burning with the Sentinel. He locks eyes with Valian and sees how scared the commissar is for his life. Valian takes his shoulder. 

			‘Good job. Now for the hard bit.’

			Valian lived the next part of his life a step at a time. Boot up, boot down. The seconds crawled on. He put Lance ahead of him, in the lee of his body. Valian could not save the Mordian, but he could ensure that the boy would die last. They pressed forward. The gunships were silent for a time. No point wasting railguns on delousing; they were waiting to close and finish the job with their anti-infantry systems. If the riders could find drier, harder ground, they could remount and scatter. That would limit casualties. But they were only four; there were no acceptable losses. 

			Valian found something hard beneath his feet. Something had packed the soil tight here. He beckoned the other riders. Here! Here! There was a way out of this. Maybe. Alice made a strange sound. She could feel it too. Valian turned to Lance, who was resolute but exhausted. He looked ready to collapse. 

			‘Lance, have you ridden before?’

			‘No, sir. Not… not one of these.’

			‘Hold on to me. Keep your legs locked tight against the flanks. Don’t kick. She won’t startle, but she will accelerate. If you feel yourself falling–’

			Valian thought about Katarin for a moment. What would she say? Don’t take me with you. 

			‘If you feel yourself falling, don’t panic. Let go, and I’ll swing back for you. You’re safe under the water. Understood?’

			Lance nodded. 

			Valian clicked with his tongue, and Alice dipped. He helped Lance up first, then stepped into the stirrup, enjoying, for a moment, the feeling of size and weight that came with ascending into the saddle, even if both, right now, were a liability. Still, she was strong and fast, and the ground below was finally cooperating. They rode. Valian did not even need to kick; Alice came up to a gallop seemingly out of sheer relief. By ordinary standards, the conditions for riding were still hideous, but they were moving. 

			The mountains rose in the distance. Before them still lay miles upon miles of flooded fields, but here and there, cover breached the surface. Depots and hubs, or habitations, or long-forgotten defences – it didn’t matter. They were something to weave around. Valian cast around. Jens was up in the saddle again too, and gaining on him fast. Ashe was lagging behind. The gunships were close enough for him to see their oculars glinting, two huge, smooth shapes, ghosting over the water like clouds. 

			Briefly, blessedly, the six of them – Valian, Ashe, Jens, Lance, and the gunships – were riding in the same direction, like a shoal of fish. And then the gunships opened fire. The water hissed and boiled with burst-cannon impacts. Valian kept his eyes ahead even as he heard the bellowing of another engine. Something travelling over – no, through – the water. The report of a vast, shell-firing weapon and the distinct pressure of a close impact from a battle cannon. Valian did not need to see it to know what it was. Every Guardsman who had served for longer than fifteen hours knew the roar of the Leman Russ. To untold trillions across the Imperium, this was the cavalry. 

			There were seven or so tanks. They made the water tremble with their passage, grunting and churning through the muck like great grazing beasts with their horns down. They were in tight formation, crews on their roofs hammering the hulls and hollering orders to the commanders below in place of vox. One word was audible above the din: ‘Fire fire fire!’ 

			Valian ducked as the munitions flew overhead. At this range, a glancing hit, let alone a kill shot, was near impossible. He forced his mind out of his body and analysed the situation rationally. They had fired four or five times, all high. They were now ‘talking’ the heavy bolters, each tank firing its guns in sequence before moving to the next. A lot of sound and fury, but only to intimidate. These were experienced crews. And hungry ones, short on ammo: Imperial doctrine was to expend all possible resources in slaying a foe, particularly aliens. 

			The gunships moved out of view, dipping back behind the horizon. The tanks made a ring of steel around the riders, traversed their turrets outwards, and stopped. 

			Valian peeled his mask off, the rubber as cold and clammy as corpseskin. He gulped down lungfuls of hot, gritty air in relief. He shared a triumphal look with Ashe, while even Jens seemed to relax, just a little. Crew were emerging from the tanks, popping hatches and crawling onto the hulls to get a proper look at the riders. They were all armed. Atop the lead tank, the one Valian had been so elated to see, stood a Mordian, or rather, some scarred, fleshy thing that wore the uniform of one. Ork mauling, maybe, or a chem fire. He was ragged and hideous. Valian expected him to snarl, but he grinned liplessly, then spoke.

			‘Krieg. That’s good. The kit they give you actually works. We’ll be having that.’
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			CHAPTER 20

			 


			The tankers threw a heavy kit bag across the water. The big Mordian grinned mirthlessly. 

			‘I want you to put all your anti-radiation kit, all your chems, and all your ammunition into this’ – he gestured to the bag – ‘and hand it back. Don’t be brave. You’re alone here. Drop your weapons in the water.’ 

			Valian raised a hand in protest. ‘There’s a misunderstanding here. We’re Guard. We’re on a mission.’ 

			The scarred man spat. ‘So are we. To survive. Fill the bag.’

			‘There’s an evacuation. You’re relieved.’ Valian tried to keep the desperation out of his voice.

			‘And here we all are. Save it for the infantry.’ 

			‘Please, we’re–’

			The scarred man roared with laughter, and his ragged crew joined him. ‘They really are Death Korps! When have you ever heard a commissar say please?’

			Lance spoke up before Valian could stop him. ‘You’re a shame to the Iron Guard.’

			The scarred figure turned. His lips were drawn back. ‘Someone from the old country. What’s your name?’

			‘Vox-operator First Class Lance Czarr. Shame on you.’

			‘Easy, I outrank you. Tank Commander Alphonse Bazan. You can call me sir. Now. Let’s see a salute.’ 

			Lance held the tank commander’s gaze. 

			‘You’re angry, yes?’ Bazan said. ‘You came all this way to win this war. You’ve bled, and you’ve suffered. You’ve seen good people die. And now somebody wants to take everything from you and leave you out here. We know what that feels like, don’t we?’

			There were murmurs of assent from the tank crews. Valian scanned them for weak spots, troopers who weren’t fully on board with this madness – only frightened and pretending to be. Opportunists looking for their own time as petty despot of this band of deserters. He saw only bitter, scowling faces.

			Valian tallied crew numbers and scanned rank insignia. There – he spotted an odd man out. Something shabby and half-broken in the uniform of the Adeptus Astra Telepathica. Hunched and filthy as the rest of the crews, but apart from them. Bloodshot eyes roved in his head, filled with fear.

			‘The Imperium’s tried to kill us twice now. They nearly killed us when we pulled back for extraction, and they tried to take our vehicles. And they tried again when they sicked the Death Korps on us to go fight their little war in the south. They’re not going to manage a third attempt.’

			Valian decided to play for time. He’d learned how to talk to deserters at Schola. Imperial loyalty was incredibly hard to break. The baroque justifications Guardsmen found often withered when spoken aloud. 

			‘Perhaps I can assist,’ he called.

			The muscles in Bazan’s face contracted. It took Valian a moment to realise the movement was voluntary, and he was expressing amusement. 

			‘Yes. You can. Your combat sign is good. So you’re going to help us get out of this swamp and into the mountains. Our vox is done for, so we need a hardline. That’s going to be you.’ 

			‘And if I refuse?’

			‘We’ll let you live. We’re not barbarians. We’ll take your mounts, though. Got to eat something.’

			Valian looked to his comrades. Jens seemed impassive, but she had her lasgun readied. Lance looked miserable. Ashe’s jaw was set. 

			Obedience was the only way through. The tank commander’s group was solid. But casualties had an unusual effect on loyalty. He signed for compliance, and all except Jens nodded. In her case, assent was always assumed. The scarred Mordian was mollified. 

			‘Smart boy. Spread out among us. You’re going to stay with my vehicle. The rest of your crew will split. You’re to provide your tank commander with a positional update every fifteen seconds based on the speed and bearing of any incoming. If you see anything that doesn’t look right – flashes, breaking off, drones – you update us immediately. If I see anything that doesn’t look right – hand gesture I don’t recognise, one of my tanks hit, anything approaching lip from you – and I’ll have one of you killed. Understood, commissar?’

			Valian nodded, but in his head he plotted. This one. This is the key. The rest of them just need to see him crack. 

			He risked a question. ‘Who’s the psyker?’

			‘Good eye. Traded for him further up the road. He’s useful.’

			‘What does he do?’

			Bazan leaned forward, bathing Valian in hot, stale breath. ‘Think of a number. Tell me. Quietly.’

			Valian could feel violence building in the air. The psyker was panicking, but two tankers had him by the arms. He swallowed.

			‘Seventeen.’

			Bazan bared his teeth. ‘Nem. Commissar here has a number. Tell me what it is or I’ll kill you.’ The tank commander had his laspistol out of its holster in a single, swift motion; Valian timed it, and noted where the weapon was kept. He’d have to be quick to get the better of this one. The psyker twitched. Bazan began counting down.

			‘Eleven?’

			Valian winced at the hum of the pistol pre-charging. Then… nothing.

			The psyker had his head in his hands. Bazan looked delighted.

			‘Charge pack must have got wet. You see? Nem here isn’t good at much, but he’s lucky.’

			There was the deep thrum of gravitic repulsors in the distance. It was time to move. The tanks formed a loose file. A dangerous strategy – it presented the t’au with a large front of potential targets – but for a group of bandits like this, the only one they could reliably manage under the current circumstances. Something hove into view over the shimmering water. Valian began to signal position, only to be blinded by the sudden flash of railgun fire. It was high, but enough to rattle the fittings on the Russes and to shake his teeth in his skull. 

			Bazan bellowed over the din of the engines, ‘Eyes open, commissar!’

			They proceeded in this manner for a mile or so, hard riding broken only by the nerve-shredding report of a railgun and Tank Commander Bazan’s scorn or laughter, depending on how he was feeling. Valian counted the shapes as he watched them dance in the distance. Three combat vehicles, all armed with railguns. Another, not far behind: possibly a missile boat or troop carrier. There were seven tanks. Ragged crews – as before, they rode on the outside of their vehicles, even under fire. They knew their armour was no protection against t’au weaponry, and the thick, filthy air outside their tanks was better than the stale promethium haze within. Valian avoided their hard stares and imagined what kind of deserters they were. Cowards would have gone to the Point of Absolute Failure and abandoned their vehicles and taken their chances with the evacuation lottery. It took steel to disobey orders. 

			Another flash, a sign to the tanks to scatter; another sudden rush of air as the huge round went wide. These weren’t bandits. It took coordination to move like this. The t’au had seen it before Valian: there were enough tanks and enough good crews fighting them that the Imperium could win here. 

			With losses. He didn’t have the head for the numbers, but Jens did. He waited for another flash. The crews ducked to their hulls on his signal. He had a moment where almost nobody was looking at him. He signed to Jens and prayed she saw: Can we win?

			There was no response. She kept her eyes on the horizon. Bazan roared. Another few minutes of riding and endless, awful waiting. Blue light – Ashe called it first. Air displacement, bodies pressed to steel and steedflesh. Jens signing before they could rise again.

			Yes.
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			CHAPTER 21

			 


			Valian had not bothered to conceal from Bazan that he and Jens were very skilled at communicating by sign. Where the big Mordian had doomed himself was in assuming that it stopped there. The commissar and prefectus militant were both still, watchful creatures. They were attentive to how others moved. They had been brutalised into a sharpness few human beings could match. And they had spent the last few weeks in close contact. Had they not been from Krieg and not been commissar and adjutant, perhaps their connection would have been more obvious and direct to the Mordian tank commander. So, when Valian reached back to shake the Mordian’s hand, he did not need to signal, Follow my lead, because Jens understood him all the same. Valian’s right hand took the Mordian’s. His left hand did something else. 

			The Mordian barely reacted at first. Then, he winced. Valian kept the big man’s hand locked in his.

			‘Don’t move. Look down when I tell you to. Now.’

			The Mordian looked down. Valian had his commissar’s dagger pressed to – no, pressed through – the tanker’s belly. The Mordian started to speak, but Valian turned it half a degree. 

			‘Be quiet. Look closely. I’ve got an inch of blade left.’

			Something was rising inside Valian. The Mordian, once so full of bluster, so offhand, so huge and cruel, was quiet, attentive, fearful. One could grow to enjoy this feeling. Many commissars did. Valian let it take him. 

			‘We don’t have much time, so I’m going to speak quite quickly and with total honesty. Do you understand? Nod.’ 

			The Mordian nodded. 

			‘Good. One last bit of dishonesty. I’m going to signal to your crews to keep their heads down, as if we’re under attack. After you understand what’s going on here, I’ll give the all clear, and you’ll make them understand. Nod.’

			The Mordian nodded again. Valian gave the signal, and Jens, Ashe and Lance passed it up the line.

			‘Good. Now, what have I demonstrated to you with this?’ Valian inclined his head towards the knife. ‘I’ve shown you that I don’t want you to die. If I wanted that, I would have gone higher. Do you see?’ 

			There was cold fury in the Mordian’s eyes, but he stayed still. 

			‘Good. Now, I know you’re planning something, because you are an intelligent, well-trained officer of the Astra Militarum. But I want you to understand that without medical attention, you will die.’

			The Mordian had his teeth gritted, but he managed to speak. ‘We’ve got kits and supplies. I’ll take my chances.’

			‘Not with this wound.’

			‘Poison?’

			‘Of a sort. From you. I’ve stabbed you in the gut. You’ve poisoned yourself. Now, the only person here who can save you is my medic. Maybe you have your own. You don’t have to tell me. You can patch up scratches and concussions, but none of your crews could handle a deep wound like this. Not out here.’

			‘We could make you do it.’

			‘I think your crews could swallow robbing fellow troops, but they won’t sanction torture. Maybe for me, but not a medic.’

			‘I don’t think you want to do this.’

			‘I don’t. But I have to. Because I want you to live.’

			‘I knew you were going to get me killed.’

			‘I’m the only person on this planet who wants to save your life. Jens!’ Valian beckoned his prefectus militant over. ‘What is the purpose of a commissar of the Death Korps of Krieg?’

			‘Sir. A commissar of the Death Korps of Krieg prevents their troops from committing to action that would produce only casualties without meaningful effect, while maintaining harmonious relationships with other regiments in-field.’

			‘Very good, Jens. How many executions do I have on file?’

			‘Not many, sir. Nothing recent.’ She looked at the knife.

			The Mordian grimaced. ‘You’re all suicidal.’

			Valian shook his head. ‘Suicide is leaving a gunship patrol active in your sector to pick you off. They’re not hunting you. They’d have closed for the kill right now if they were. I don’t think they have the ammo or the will to do it all in one go. No, they want mutiny and mechanical failure to finish most of you, then they’ll close in. And you’ – Valian stiffened his grip on his knife – ‘almost let them.’

			The Mordian considered his position, and the blade. Valian held his gaze and a long silence passed. 

			‘I want off this world,’ Bazan growled. ‘And I want you to run cover for me and the tankers. I’ve got names. I want them written up as traitors. I want to look extremely heroic in dispatches.’ 

			Valian let the offer sit for a moment.

			‘If I can take your psyker.’

			‘Not possible. He’s kept me alive this far.’

			Valian gave him an extra half-millimetre of steel. ‘And he’s going to keep doing so, right now.’

			The Mordian made a huffing sound that might, from another throat, have sounded like a laugh. 

			‘Right. What’s your plan then?’

			Valian let go of the knife. He left it in place. He was sweating under his mask profusely. No time for a breath yet, though. ‘Keep pressure on that. Here’s what we’re going to do.’
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			CHAPTER 22

			 


			The tankers fell into line eventually. There was resistance, of course, but Bazan valued his own life and ensured his crews complied, and soon they were taking orders from Valian. When he gave them, they replied with dark looks and muttered threats, but they did as he said. For now, that was enough. 

			The first plan Valian had considered had been to lay a trap: to expose a member of the column to lure the gunships out of position. With fresh crews with their discipline intact, it could have been possible. But the bitter truth was that the gunships already saw the armoured column as weak and vulnerable because it was weak and vulnerable. They were happy to patiently pick the Leman Russes apart for as long as it took. No, what was needed now was strength. Each rider took stewardship of a team of tanks. Jens, who was familiar with armoured warfare, took three on the wing. Valian took the other wing, while Ashe took the centre, with Lance mounted on the top of the command vehicle as a central contact. Valian assumed that if Bazan had a change of heart, he would hesitate to harm a fellow Mordian, which would, in the heat of battle, buy the riders a couple of extra seconds to escape. 

			Manoeuvres and planning returned a little discipline to the crews. They were restless. Perhaps their loyalty had been found wanting, but here, in the miserable outlands, the initial rush of their mutiny had faded. They mumbled the names of friends and allies they had lost. They looked at Valian with fear, hatred, and something approaching gratitude. Only the psyker, ragged, no longer bound at the heels but still tied at the hands, seemed unimpressed. Valian didn’t recognise the uniform, but it was obvious he wasn’t with the tankers. 

			Some regiments rotated battle-psykers, to prevent soldiers from forming strong attachments to them, in the same way one might with a particularly reliable lasgun. Judging by the stares this psyker received from the tankers, undue fondness had not been a particular danger in this case. Valian avoided psykers wherever possible. It wasn’t just ordinary Imperial prejudice. He too had been chosen and broken and given the privilege of a place within the Astra Militarum. He sized up the wretched creature. The man was tall and thin. It was unlikely he had been fed much. His uniform had been very fine, but it was fine in the way you tacked up a parade steed. His collar was gold and engraved beautifully, but it was still a collar, and Valian could see the redness where it met the psyker’s pallid skin. 

			Jens noted his regiment. ‘He’s local, sir. Accario Electric Rifles.’ 

			The psyker winced at the words. ‘Not any more. Shand, Nehemiah. Please be gentle.’ Up close, his skin was covered in pale marks. Old scars. Each was about the width of a fingernail. Or a bayonet tip. Maybe they were sanctioning marks, maybe something else. But they were deliberate. Katarin had been very clear on the treatment of psykers during Valian’s tuition: Do as you will to them. Just don’t kill them unless you have the paperwork ready. Replacing one on a rotation looks like vigilance. Replacing two looks like carelessness. 

			Valian scanned over him. Young, but made old early; strain lines in his skin, thin and greying hair, broken blood vessels. Standard for psykers. No gang marks or tattoos. All his fingers still in place. The Electric Rifles drew from the now-fallen nobility of Rezlan VI. This had probably been some promising young officer. For a psyker, it was best to be found out very young. This one remembered what life was like before sanctioning. 

			‘You’re coming with me,’ he said. ‘Have you ridden before?’

			‘Yes. A long time ago.’

			‘Stay behind me. Hold on tight. Keep me alive.’

			The gunships, Hammerheads he knew now, were on the horizon again, backlit by the red fire of the north. Their hulls shimmered. Jens called out their positions. ‘Engagement range in ten seconds, sir. Signalling the company.’ 

			The signal went up the line. Valian caught Bazan’s eye. The gnarled old Mordian had a curious expression. 

			‘You know, there’s an old saying about hope.’

			Valian shook his head. ‘We don’t hope on Krieg. We act. Let’s go.’ 

			There were seven tanks in total. All Leman Russes. They were mostly in acceptable operational order: Imperial standardisation had allowed the crews to replace missing components with those stripped from farming vehicles. Valian had entrusted the best of the company to Ashe, who had a basic familiarity with combat vehicles, but understood little about their specific operation. Conquistador was an Exterminator infantry-killer, a mobile castle loaded with high-explosive shells. No good against armour but capable of suppressing fire and holding down drones. Bloodhound was a standard-pattern Russ – an ugly old workhorse, but solid, if undergunned; both sponsons were hollow. 

			Jens had the ‘funnies’. Every regiment possessed a few: sub-patterns and relics whose supply chains had long disappeared and whose remaining lifespan depended on the deviousness and indulgence of Munitorum quartermasters. Ceroferarius was an ancient beast. It had been painted enough to render its hull a moonscape of pits and scars, each layer of enamel the silent witness to some forgotten war. Valian did not recognise the armament. 

			‘What’s the turret mount?’ 

			Ceroferarius’ commander was Drookian Fenguard, his accent almost impenetrable.

			‘Laser.’ He pronounced it lay-sharr and puffed out his cheeks afterwards. The weapon looked like a colossal heat sink. It was caked in old black ash. Valian doubted it had been fired in centuries. 

			Jens’ other charge was Barnstormer. This was a modified vehicle – the kind of late-campaign monstrosity improvised by desperate soldiers far from Adeptus Mechanicus dogma and Munitorum regulations. At its fore, where a dozer blade would usually be mounted, it bore a huge spindle wrapped in thick chain. Jens had taken a liking to it immediately. 

			‘Mine flail. Good for assault actions.’ She almost sounded excited. 

			Valian held the centre. Fidelitas, Bazan’s command vehicle, was an Executioner, equipped with a clutch of plasma cannons. Their coils were worn, and the turret was locked into position, making the weapon almost useless – even lining up against a static target would require precise manoeuvring from the vehicle’s driver. Alongside it was Sebastian’s Lance, a siege-artillery piece armed with a huge demolisher cannon. Deadly against fortifications, but nigh useless against skimmers. It had some potential use for suppression and disruption, or would have, were it not down to a single remaining siege shell. 

			Lastly, there was Web of Steel. Bazan explained that she had once been the pride of the company, a Vanquisher-pattern tank-slayer capable of a first-hit kill on most targets smaller than a Baneblade. She had been savaged in the company’s engagements with the t’au, back when Rezlan VI had been a war and not an apocalypse. Even if she had been mechanically sound, her crew’s morale was shattered, and the vehicle’s commander communicated by hissing from a view slit in Web of Steel’s turret. If a sacrifice needed to be made, Web of Steel would be the chosen offering. 

			The Russes pushed forwards. Their line was loose, not through lack of discipline but for safety. Clustered close, they presented an easy target for a railgun, or even risked overpenetration from a flank shot. This first part of the fight would be the hardest. Valian and the tanks needed to get their hook in. Once they did, once the Hammerheads were committed, the company could drag the t’au into heavy cover and knife-fight with point-defence weapons, grenades and high-explosive shells. But before that, they had to fight on the t’au’s terms, out in the open, with no cover but the next vehicle – or its smoking, broken hull. 

			The t’au were still impossible to properly spot. With no high-level detection equipment, sighting the Hammerheads was beyond them. If one was allowed to come into range, a second’s delay would mean death. A false positive, on the other hand, would mean much the same thing. Valian scanned the horizon and silently cursed the filthiness of his mask-lenses. 

			Ashe saw it first – Two targets. Moving fast – and gave the bearing and speed. 

			Valian passed it up the line, then signalled back down to Ashe. Short volley. Defensive weapons only. Back them off. 

			Conquistador’s cannons barked, and Valian heard the hum of huge engines performing rapid manoeuvres. He just had to keep the Hammerheads moving. The t’au crews could hit a target in motion while still, and a still target while in motion. But if Valian kept them dancing, he could keep his squadron alive. He felt a moment of hope, then Ashe quashed it. 

			Ammo at eighty per cent. 

			The gunners could only buy so much time, and that was before they factored in the kill. 

			The Hammerheads flickered in the distance. The Imperial squadron was maintaining good coherency. Alice was making good speed, even through the muddy terrain. She was Krieg-born, and Valian realised that she had been raised and trained amid the song of roaring engines. She was right at home. The psyker was light; Valian could feel the thinness of ­Nehemiah’s body even through his greatcoat. There was movement. He made to call it out, but Jens had it first. Ceroferarius raked the incoming with its lascannon. Again, the roar of engines – and something else. Again, Jens saw it before Valian did. Her hand went up, and her fingers spoke. 

			Good hit. 

			A roar from the tanks, something between good cheer and bloodlust. Katarin’s voice in Valian’s head. Easy, early wins are good for morale, and bad for discipline. He signalled to the column, stern-handed: Maintain speed and course. Combat ongoing. 

			Lance, riding on the hull of Fidelitas, suddenly stiffened. Probably an instinctive response to discipline – but he hadn’t been cheering with the rest. Valian caught his eye. Report. 

			Lance looked back. Possible incoming. 

			The Russes were throwing up a lot of exhaust, their fumes choking the dark air. Hostiles? Speed? Bearing? Valian signalled.

			Lance shook his head and raised himself up for a better look, then ducked down. He was signing speed and bearings. It was too fast, the angle seemed wrong – and then Valian caught what Lance was getting at. 

			Valian signed on instinct, Jink jink jink! 

			The tanks scattered. Against conventional artillery, this may have been effective, but the t’au were beyond that. Valian caught sight of it, cruising through the fog: a drone missile. Perhaps it was being directed by marker light from a hide nearby, or perhaps, as it was rumoured, it had a sinister intelligence of its own. It swam through the air like a shark, tracking the movement of the tanks. There was a rush of light, heat and sound. 

			He scanned the column. There was a moment of relief when he saw Web of Steel was still operational, but it had never been the target. The t’au knew the capabilities of this column of vehicles well. They had been fighting over the same miserable scrap of territory for weeks now. They had taken Bloodhound – the only really reliable fighting vehicle the Imperial forces had left here. Valian could see the rest of the tanks in the column assuming fighting positions as the riders passed the kill-call up the line; they were hungry for revenge. He gave the order to belay. There was a pause; only a roar from Bazan brought the crews back into line. But their formation was tightening up. Jens rode between the vehicles, backing them off forcibly. The tight-wire zing of a rail round passing close did the rest of her work for her. 

			There were dark, blocky shapes ahead. Cover was close, but possibly not close enough. Ashe called for incoming. Two gunships – no, three – were thrusting straight for the tankers’ line. It was a cruel and effective tactic that Valian had seen before. The Hammerheads would form a column to minimise their target size, then slash across the Imperial formation, attempting to bait out the heavy gunners. Against undisciplined targets, it was deadly –  a single shot now from Sebastian’s Lance or Web of Steel as the Hammerheads crossed would risk taking out another tank in the column. And that was before the burst cannons were taken into account. If the xenos gunships managed a close pass, they would saw through the exposed tank commanders and Valian’s riders both. But taking cover, or getting the commanders to hunker in their vehicles, would deafen and blind the column to incoming missile fire. Valian felt his heart hammering, and stopped his breath. Adrenaline would render him idiotic; the t’au were counting on it. Now was the time to think like a Korpsman. What could he afford to lose? And how dearly could he sell it? 

			He almost laughed when he saw it. This was a tactic far older than the t’au – a cavalry charge. If the tanks could hold, then they could blunt the xenos lance before it pierced deep into their formation. Valian signalled the group. Line formation. Fire on my signal. 

			Engines roared as the tanks got into position. Conquistador took the head, followed by Fidelitas, then Barnstormer, then the rest. Web of Steel was lagging behind. Valian brought up the reins and hammered his fist on the hull, shouting, not signalling, ‘Get in line!’ 

			Pulse fire tore the air above him. Alice tensed – a hit to her flank. Valian brought the steed around, using Web of Steel as cover. Through the view slit, he saw the whites of two terrified eyes. They did not blink, even as more rounds hammered against Web of Steel’s hull. The t’au gunships were close now; they kept their guns level and their formation straight. The tanks were holding. The eyes twitched, imploring Valian to act. He held up a hand – Wait – and looked to Jens. The t’au formation wavered, just a little. They had not expected discipline. Jens nodded. Valian dropped his hand, and nodded to Web of Steel. The eyes closed. 

			It was a miss, but what a miss! The shell rocketed through the centre of the gunships, forcing them to break and scatter, each taking a hammering from the Imperial forces. No heavy hits, but enough to flay the armour off the flank of a Hammerhead or two. Enough to shake the t’au morale and shore up Valian’s forces for another pass. There were three gunships in the attack column. The first two jinked wildly, their engines screaming as they shifted position, blasting overheated air across the water. The third barely moved; it dipped ever so slightly on one side, letting the round pass close enough to its hull to carve a long scuff in its side. It flicked its huge gun a degree or two rightwards, and fired. 

			Valian could barely track its trajectory. In the second it took him to turn his head, it was over. A hit? Not direct, he would have heard it. Ashe and Conquistador were still up. Valian’s section was still moving. Jens was riding, but the wrong way. She was pulling back and hammering on Ceroferarius’ hull. Ceroferarius itself was still. It could have had its hull clipped. Even a fractional hit from a railgun could stun or even kill a crew through baro­metric pressure. The vehicle could have simply given out, incapable of operating at speed for this long. In whatever case, the crew were dead. Jens did not need to be given the order to lay off; she merely directed the column to pass on the right of the fallen vehicle, providing a little scant cover. 

			Lance signalled again – Incoming, two, scatter! – and the column jerked. Jens saw the seeker early; Barnstormer responded with a hail of slugs from its heavy stubber. The seeker detonated, whatever drone intelligence guided it deciding it was more productive to airburst than to be shot down, and Valian felt shrapnel tear through his coat and across Alice’s flesh. Her combat hormones were spiking; she was breathing heavily underneath the mask. She wanted blood. Valian tightened the reins on instinct. Another Krieg steed, another rider, and he would have been thrown. But perhaps, amid a nightmare of blunt genetics and neurosurgery and animal-grade battle-chems, there was a forgotten part of Alice’s mind that resembled that of a horse, and it felt something that resembled trust – and perhaps, Valian, in his own way, trusted her back. They pushed through the fire. Nehemiah clutched at Valian’s waist and hissed prayers or profanities to himself. 

			The second seeker killed Conquistador. Ashe’s hands wavered as she passed the message down the line, but the orders were clear. The Hammerheads assumed formation and prepared for another charge. Valian had no chance to tell the front of the column of the death at their rear, only to order them to close formation once again. They would learn, in time. He looked down the row of vehicles. They were losing. At this pace, he would not arrive at cover with sufficient force to defend it. And then: movement on the hull of one of the dead tanks. 

			Something that was once human, something with blood pouring from its mouth and nose, clad in the spall-ruined uniform of the Drookian Fenguard, lifted itself out of the turret of Ceroferarius. It was waving its remaining arm, but Valian did not recognise the sign. The Hammerhead completed its swing. Its huge engines flipped down. It was bracing for a kill shot. Something stank on the wind. Something that bit through the stale, acrid air and Valian’s mask-filters. It was the Russ. Paint was drifting from it in thin shrouds. It went black, then green, then red, shedding the marks of campaign after campaign, till the metal was bare and sweating – and then the world was black, a great darkness that seemed to pulse from the vehicle. Only, Valian realised, it was not darkness at all but a piercing ray of light, so vast in intensity that everything in its wake was rendered invisible. He remembered the strange contours of Ceroferarius’ weapon, and a word from his early education in the Schola. Volkite, the searing laser light of the Imperium’s founding, the forgotten flame that had brought a galaxy to heel. 

			The Hammerhead was plated in some kind of thermal alloy. The beam of white heat spilled across its surface, cobwebbing through the interlocking plates and revealing the subtle geometries of their manufacture. The gunship died with the beam; the ray sputtered, then stopped. The Hammerhead’s hull was still glowing when it hit the water, carving a wall of steam in the air. Valian let his eyes adjust for a second, then signalled the column. 

			Kill confirmed. 

			There were cheers from the column. Ceroferarius was silent. Valian had four Russes left. One gunship was down, another wounded, another unblooded. Another, perhaps, lurked behind the lines – a missile-ship. Valian ducked as he rode beneath a shattered archway. They were in cover now, a sprawl of ruined buildings. He had hoped to arrive with six, maybe five tanks. Four would have to suffice. 

			Even drowned in mud and broken by war, the shattered district held a certain unusual familiarity for Valian: Munitorum central planning was ruthlessly standardised. This had maybe been an administrative hub set up during the planet’s final tithe. Here, the output of the agricultural regions could be recorded for appropriate tithing. Yes – those long, hollow arches would have once held vast windows, those sconces the statues of administrator-saints, those warehouses vast generators that would have fed into auto-scribes and cogitators. The streets were narrow-packed, but just wide enough for a Leman Russ to pass. This was likely by design; the Imperium stood ever-ready to send tanks cruising down its own boulevards. Still, it was difficult work. Even on horseback, manoeuvring required his constant attention, his free hand ever on the reins, his signalling hand trapped calling out submerged obstacles and blind turns to the column. The Hammerheads thrummed in the distance. Lance, atop the hull of Fidelitas, beat the scream of the seeker missiles by a second, bringing his hand down just as they broke the sound barrier and tore through the ruins. Flushing fire – no direct hits, but enough to cause the tanks to scatter and break formation. The t’au were attacking. Valian hammered his fist on the hull of Fidelitas. The hatch opened. He looked down on a clutch of pale, ragged faces, caught in the great guts of their machine. Bazan, the big scarred Mordian, managed a bitter grin. 

			‘One down for four of ours. Good trade, commissar.’

			‘It’s a good start. Two more inbound, at least. Are you ready?’

			Bazan clutched at his stomach and winced. ‘Bad ground, we’re outnumbered, and I’ve been stabbed by the commissar. This is where Mordians do best, Hesh.’

			Valian glanced at Lance, who nodded solemnly. The tank commander spoke acidly, but there was pride behind his words. Valian nodded back, and turned to Jens. She was steady as always. 

			‘Need you to take a closer look, sir,’ she said. ‘It’s hard to find their disposition and bearing from here.’ Valian was already moving forwards. He was functioning on pure instinct now, and Alice was following. ­Nehemiah’s hands were tight on his waist. 

			Valian knew a little about how the t’au fought. He had done his best to pry truth from the endless vids of gunships being destroyed by valiant Imperial armour. He kept what he thought was a safe distance, twenty or so lengths from the Hammerheads, breaking their sightlines with what cover he could, forcing them to commit to high-energy manoeuvres within range of the Imperial guns if they wanted to turn to him. He was halfway through the signal for Clear ground, advance at will when it happened – a blast across the water, the strained sounds of alien alloys under immense heat and pressure, and then the gunship was only a length away, Alice was straining at the reins, and the thin whine of the railgun charging made Valian’s teeth ache. 

			He closed his eyes. Nehemiah tightened his grip and grunted in pain. ‘Augh. Not again–’
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			A MOMENT IN TIME

			 


			In the dark spaces of the galaxy untouched by the Astronomican or the fell light of Chaos dwell countless wretched alien domains. There is a certain tragedy to their striving. They drag themselves from one bleak colony to another, plying the meagre distances between their claimed stars with squalid generation ships or stasis pods or perhaps, for the very lucky, devices or sorceries that approximate the methods used by the great old empires. And then – an explorator fleet, Imperial pioneers, an ork Waaagh!, a slave-raid from the drukhari – they are gone, not even remembered as worthwhile foes. 

			To chronicle them all would be exhausting, but there is one relevant to our story. Travel eastwards, find a wan star orbited by a cruel miracle, a planet barely sufficient for life to form. A little less gravity, cooler summers, warmer winters, more water coverage, and existence would be bearable here, but it is not. 

			Technological leaps completed by humanity in decades have taken millennia on this world. Culture is what you scrape in the stone in the scant years before you die. Its inhabitants have a name for themselves, and it is The People. 

			The People have a god. 

			Their god is the god of Fate. It is The People’s fate to one day meet a great warlord under the flag of an eagle, who will annihilate them. Until that day, it is The People’s sacred duty to survive. And so, through heroic effort, they master the wheel, agriculture, extreme high-energy alloy-jacketed kinetic penetrators, a little poetry, multiphasic scanners, and so on. 

			On the day that a great, eagle-prowed Imperial battleship first appears on the multiphasic scanners, there is much elation. Warrior-clades of The People teem into their ships to go and meet their perfect, preordained fate. The Great Stellar Dominion of The People – four planets, seven star systems, some moons, one failing exoplanetary arcology – is at last at war. 

			It doesn’t quite go as planned. Annihilation is at hand… and then, forestalled. The great eagles are driven off by strange vessels that look like fish that swim from the shadows, only to disappear again. There is panic. What little food The People are able to store runs out. Idols are trampled into the dirt. When the first of the new vessels is sighted in the skies of the Great City of The People, some throw themselves to the ground in worship, while others throw themselves from high buildings in fear. 

			Those within the ships do not come to destroy, or despoil. They come to talk. They too are called The People – or, in their language, the t’au. They have been watching and waiting, patiently. They have been learning how to speak to The People – their conceptual translation apparatus was almost finished when the Imperium attacked. They apologise for the stiffness of their lexicon and any lapses in etiquette they have committed in their arrival. It is the view of the t’au that The People are suffering civilisational-level trauma; that they have been forced to develop a maladaptive culture in response to the colossal pressures of living on their home world. They smile as they declare that The People will be liberated from the traditions of several thousand years. 

			What follows is the Special Administration. The temples are sealed, the idols are not returned to their sconces. Parents see less of their children. But bellies are kept full, the working shifts are short, and some of The People even grow old. There is, ostensibly, cultural exchange: representatives of The People show their writings, artefacts, discoveries and so on to the t’au, who nod, and smile, and express something that seems very much like interest. They praise the carvings and the poetry effusively, but what they especially want to see is the planet’s manufacturing base, which, with a little adaptation, seems well suited to the construction of the t’au’s own high-energy alloy-jacketed kinetic penetrators. This is a little confusing to The People, who by now have been trained to associate the craft of such things with their previous, incorrect tendencies towards annihilation. Perhaps the t’au are merely being respectful. 

			Plans for new factories are built. Schematics are provided. The Special Administration never really ends; it just transforms into The Administration. There is a referendum, and many are even given the day off to attend. The question is phrased roughly like this, in the olfactory/runic tongue of The People:

			DO YOU CONSENT TO BEING UPLIFTED INTO THE ONENESS OF THE T’AU’VA?

			YES/OTHER

			Vesa did not have a name before the t’au arrived. Carvers and poets were never permitted to, so that egoism could not interfere with their work as they recorded the deeds and glories of their leaders. Vesa has a name now; it means ‘helper’ in the tongue of his new leaders. They encourage egoism and self-determination, and the psychometric AI provided to Vesa even prompts him to produce carvings, provided Vesa has the time and energy, which he rarely does – after shift there are group games, sessions in learning the T’au language, militia drills and so on. Vesa works in a munitions factory, jacketing railgun rounds for the t’au. 

			The psychometric AI asks how he feels about this and produces artificial expressions and gestures that denote concern and understanding. Vesa finds it hard to explain, so he makes a carving. The psychometric AI performs a scan, then stops and displays the symbol that shows it is thinking. Afterwards it has no memory of the conversation, but makes efforts to guide Vesa away from initiating it again. Vesa focuses on his work instead. He plays the group games. He improves his T’au. When he operates the delicate, filament-like fingers that slip a railgun round’s core into its shell, he thinks about them lancing across the black reaches of space from magnetic rails into battleships with eagles upon their prows. 

			One day, he does not jacket the core. Instead, as the supervisor changes shift, he slips the outer shell from its cradle, and lists it as a defect. He sneaks it back to his hab and carves. It is the image of a creature he has never seen – a creature whose very depiction is now banned across what was once The Great Stellar Dominion of The People. An eagle with two heads. He marks it in runes: UNTIL WE MEET AGAIN. The next day, he places it on the line, and lies about the round’s weight to the sensors. It is shipped off-world with countless others. A decade or so passes as it is caught in warp storms, customs offices, shipped to warzones where it is never needed. 

			Vesa dies in rioting in his district. The workers in his factory are replaced with new t’au colonists. The round makes its way to Rezlan VI, where the t’au have a new Special Administration. It is being loaded into the breech of a Hammerhead-class railgun now. That railgun is pointed at Nehemiah Shand, who stares at it and presses his fingers on the weave of reality just so, without even realising it. Somewhere, something that may once have called itself the God of The People is laughing.
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			CHAPTER 23

			 


			Valian stared into the black maw of the railgun. He clenched at Alice and thought about what might await him next. It did not comfort him. Behind him, Nehemiah was still. There was a flash, a rattling sound, and then, somehow, he was still alive. The railgun was traversing, but stickily; blue fire flared against the rails. Something had gone wrong. Nehemiah slumped against Valian’s back.

			‘A little more care, if you would, commissar,’ said Nehemiah, his face streaked with blood. ‘Don’t worry. All of this is mine.’ 

			Valian gave Alice a sharp kick and bore down directly on the Hammerhead, bringing himself between the firing arcs of its forward guns. It was repositioning but unsteadily, unable to either deal with the riders or pull itself out of the line of fire. Valian raised a fist and gave the signal: Good target. Fire at will. 

			Autocannon impacts stitched up the gunship’s side, cutting deep wounds into the alien alloys that made up its hull. It tipped to one side, bracing against the impact. Valian made to signal to close, then stiffened. The other gunships were closing to cover their comrade. He signalled to the group, Hold fire, advance! 

			This was the turning point. This was the moment he had been waiting for. The calculation was simple. The t’au were better armed than the Imperial force. Their tactics were better suited for this kind of battle of manoeuvre and speed. But, unlike the tank crews, they would hesitate to fire on their friends. 

			Fidelitas surged forwards, ramming hard into the hull of the listing Hammer­head. The gunship’s engines were dying, but its repulsors were still functioning, and the Leman Russ drove the huge shape forward like it was a paper lantern. Sebastian’s Lance, Web of Steel and Barnstormer fell into formation behind, herded into a tight line by Jens and Ashe. 

			The broken Hammerhead twitched, its turret swivelling uselessly. That was good. If it looked like the crew were alive, its squadmates would try and assist it. And sure enough, there they were. The missile-ship loosed a seeker. The missile launched high, then stabbed down, narrowly missing Jens. The last Hammerhead lanced forwards, keeping the riders hemmed in with burst fire. Valian ducked behind Fidelitas, rendering himself safe but blind, with Ashe and Jens following suit. Lance scuttled towards him, moving over the hull cautiously but deftly. 

			‘Commander Bazan wants to know what the plan is, sir!’

			‘Take Nehemiah. I’m going to break out of the pack. Jens, how long is the reload cycle on a railgun?’

			‘Ten seconds, sir. Possibly longer in high-intensity combat situations.’

			‘Good. When you hear the rails charge, break the formation and cover me. But not until then – understood?’ 

			Jens nodded. 

			Bazan’s face emerged from the tank’s hatch, glowering. ‘Almost kill me for the psyker, and now you’re leaving him behind. What’s your game, commissar?’

			Valian patted Alice’s flank. ‘Need to keep the weight down. For speed. Ashe, you’re cleared to render medical aid to the crews here. Jens, you’re in operational command if I don’t come back.’ 

			Nehemiah scuttled off Alice and onto Fidelitas. Newly unburdened, Valian and Alice broke cover. There was almost no time. 

			There had been a logical notion behind the plan: something that arose from half-remembered briefings about turret-tracking speeds, t’au doctrines, distant Schola classes in squad-level strategy. Once Valian was free from the pack, thought left him. He could see why it seemed like madness to Lance and Ashe. It was, almost. So far, they had ridden for distance, with Valian keeping pace. Jens understood a little of it. She had seen Valian drilling on Krieg. Every morning, before any other off-worlders cared to wake, lit by the first, wan rays of the planet’s sun – just him, the parade ground, and Alice. He didn’t understand the creature. They would never speak. There was no tenderness in their partnership. But they knew each other. Alice knew how much Valian weighed, and how he moved, and what he wanted. And Valian knew what Alice was capable of. And so, as the pair surged across the flats and directly into enemy fire, Valian, whose life was, and would be until his death, defined by fear, did not feel afraid. 

			At first, Alice was almost contemptuous; her flanks barely tensed, still relieved from shedding an additional passenger. Valian heard the report of a weapon, but it was irrelevant. He tapped Alice’s flanks for more speed. Her muscles tightened, and she accelerated. He kept his eyes locked dead ahead, holding his body high and still in the stirrups, giving no signal to the steed but forward. He was hitting twenty, maybe twenty-five now. Fast, but not enough. He needed to keep accelerating. 

			A missile screamed overhead. Locked to him? No, it passed by. It was another attempt to flush the tanks from their cover. They would hold. Jens would hold. Valian clicked under his tongue. More speed. Alice picked up. Valian passed the reins into one hand, leaving his left free. He pressed it into the bristles along Alice’s neck, sharp even through his gloves. For a second, she tightened, and then she eased, ever so slightly. He could feel the blood pumping through her neck, the pulse of her vast heart meeting his and slowing it, so they beat as one. 

			There was no more counting speed, only the thunder of huge legs – legs that felt like his own – through the earth below. Something pricked at his ears: the bellow of a Hammerhead’s engines, roaring in protest as they changed position. Why had he ever cowered at such things? They were fat and prey-like and docile. They waded where Valian and his huge dual-body surged and stalked. Here it was now, turning the snout of its railgun in panic to face him. More speed he urged, but Alice had anticipated him. His own muscles screamed with hers, scoured clean by lactic acid and adrenaline and combat stimms. Something hissed in her mask, emergency coolants hitting her raging blood. The railgun tracked him, uncomprehending of how fast he was moving. Come on. Turn around! Her lungs opened, rinsing the oxygen from propellant and dust and blood. Burst-cannon fire. If Alice had been hit, the pain only drove her forward. They were passing the Hammerhead now, dragging the railgun with them. Fire! Fire! Something in the great ochre beast twitched – a muscle in its neck, a flicker in its oculars, an anxious spray from a retro-thruster. He wanted to dig his talons into its flank and redden his muzzle in gore. His back teeth ached as the rails energised, and in Valian’s mind, a small voice very much like his own spoke.

			Very good. Now, let’s see your levade. 

			A thousand mornings on the parade ground met in a single second. Alice stopped, reared, and rose on her hindlegs, bringing her forelegs neatly under her body. It could not be taught in hypno-indoctrination. Every rider in the Krieg Cavalry School had to perform a levade within their first year; Valian had managed in his first month training with Alice, to the reserved but genuine approval of the school’s Ridemaster. In place of appreciation, Valian settled for the swing of the Hammerhead’s railgun, too far and too fast. 

			The round went wide. There was too much fire in his blood for him to worry about concussive shock. Even as his eyes swelled to the very edge of bursting and his canines cracked, he only thought of the kill. Four promethium-fired engines roared at the edge of their operational limits behind him as the Russes broke formation. The Hammerhead was skimming sideways away from him while its auto-loaders cycled. Ten seconds. The turret began to traverse, but was swallowed in fire: a direct hit. And then, there was Jens and Barnstormer. The pair shared the killing blow – she speared an ocular to blind the great beast as Barnstormer flayed its hull with its mine flail. 

			The final gunship – still distant – loosed its last seeker missile not at the Russes but at the dying Hammerhead. The t’au knew well what the Imperium did with captives. 

			The gunship burned for hours, held aloft by its dying gravitic impellers, while in the flickering floodwater, Valian ignored his searing muscles and danced and revelled with the rest of them.
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			CHAPTER 24

			 


			Bazan took his treatment from Ashe without pain suppressants. He was blood-drunk and thus hammered his fist and roared old battle stories as the medic cleaned his wound and stitched it together with fine red thread. His eyes glinted at Valian with obvious malice, but the balance of power had changed. The tanks were almost dry of ammo, their crews exhausted and their allies dead. Valian had Alice and Jens at his back. More than pragmatism kept the tankers from Valian’s riders’ throats; Lance had done his part for both, and well. Bazan kept clapping the boy on the back and talking about Mordian pride and Mordian glory as if he were not a deserter but a recruitment officer. Even Nehemiah was a victim of his violent good humour. The psyker winced at the loudness of the big Mordian’s laughter, but seemed relieved not to be tied to anything. 

			The tankers had a camp in the dry. There was little ceremony over the belongings of the fallen. The packs of the dead were stripped, and everything inside not valuable or edible was burned. Eighteen or so lives had been sold for security and pride. By the standards of most Imperial victories, it was a good price. 

			Still, Bazan managed to sneak up on Valian in the dimming firelight. Valian was taking some fresh air and imagining the route ahead. Ashe was looking after the horses, Jens busy with her maps. Lance was faking shots of foul spirit with the tankers. So, when Valian felt the big, scarred hand close over his mouth, nobody heard his muffled cry. The Mordian spoke very close to his ear.

			‘I’m not going to kill you. Settle down. Just want a word.’ 

			Valian could smell the man: gun oil and Munitorum aftershave. And blood. He managed a nod. The hand came down. Bazan stayed close. 

			‘You’re a braver man than you look, commissar.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘Not a compliment. Commissars are mad dogs. Worst ones are the ones that hide it. You, that woman at the Point. You’re as bad as the rest. You’ve killed plenty.’

			Bazan turned to Valian. His expression was impossible to read. Valian instinctively looked for a weapon, or a twitch that would end with a killing stroke, but, while tense, the big man was still. Valian ventured to speak. 

			‘What are you going to do to me?’

			Bazan paused, looking Valian levelly in the eye. ‘Nothing. You’ve done right by me. And it’s not for me to judge. That’s for the Emperor.’ 

			The tank commander’s muscles were not moving. He was absolutely empty inside. There was no anger or love in him, only war. There, in the huge Mordian, for a second, Valian saw himself. And then, the flash of a smile, the easy tank commander’s charm, and Bazan had his mask on again. He pulled down his tunic. A dark flower of blood bloomed where Valian had stabbed him. He clapped Valian on the shoulder.

			‘Come on then. You’ve got lots of people left to kill. So do I.’
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			CHAPTER 25

			 


			In the mountains, they lived by the steady chime of the radiation monitor. Jens would pull out her little kit, gesture about with the wand, and assay the level of damage. Then, she would confer with Ashe, convert whatever measurements the machine gave into something the feudal-worlder would understand, and Ashe would hand out pills for the day. Lance received the same as the rest, even though he was shielded in his driver’s compartment. When Valian asked Ashe why, she drew him aside.

			‘He’s young. Effects of this are long-lasting. Like the silt from a dozen fields along a long river. He’s got more time for the poison to take hold. Emperor willing.’

			Valian was doubtful. ‘Seems sentimental. It’s not like he’ll be soldiering in his later years.’

			‘None of us will. But it’s the way on Chirus. You do your time and you look after the young.’

			As the days ground on, Jens’ kit began to sound angrier every time she produced it. If the wind was up and coming from the north, they kept to the lower passes. They should have stopped, but time was short, and so Ashe gave them handfuls of anti-radiation pills along with strange folk remedies of her own: dark, leafy brews and fetishes made of sticks and twine. Ashe was apologetic as she handed them out. 

			‘I know you think I’m daft. I know it won’t help with the dose, just the symptoms. But it’ll make you feel better, and this’ – she gestured to the bundles of sticks – ‘you’ll need it. There’s a good chance that when you go, you’ll… you’ll look different. This’ll help your spirit stay with the right body.’ 

			Valian took his bundle and placed it into the pocket of his greatcoat, and murmured the prayers against poison and sickness as he went, saying their names in order: Valian Hesh, Jens, Ashe Godehand, Nehemiah Shand and even Lance Czarr. Lance rode behind Ashe, who was small – her steed could easily bear the weight of three of her. Valian took the psyker. The steeds were bred for this. You could ride one through a reactor core and it would keep going. Valian’s gums were bleeding now, and he envied the steeds bitterly. 

			For a long time, there was no safe place to rest. Ashe explained it to the group. 

			‘Up here, it’s bad. If you spend any more time in the glow than you need to, it’ll kill you. You just won’t know it.’ 

			So they pushed on. Nehemiah muttered in Valian’s ear as they went. The psyker was in an appalling state. He slipped in and out of sleep, each time coming to in fear and horror, gripping Valian’s coat so hard it was as if he was trying to tear it off. The lack of sleep was murderous on the rest of the riders, too. Even Jens was irritable and unfocused, taking longer to find routes. 

			At last Valian called the party to a stop. ‘Jens. Ashe. I want you both to find a place we can make camp. We need sleep.’ And, thought Valian, I need to interrogate Nehemiah. 

			Jens and Ashe worked – Jens with her maps, Ashe with radiation-charts and alchemical test kits – to find a satisfactory point to rest. They settled on a monitoring station. It was long abandoned but partially built into the mountainside, and so less exposed to the murderous, hidden poison that floated through the air: the aerosolised remains of the Caedes Omnis’ great engines, hull and crew, bathed in the killing light of her death. 

			When Alice tipped Valian from her back, she almost seemed grateful. She shook her head with the same involuntary twitch she made after a fresh kill. Valian found himself running a hand down her long, hairless neck, as if the pair of them had been on a pleasure ride in some noble estate. 

			He let Lance rest. The boy accepted eagerly. He had to order Jens to try to sleep. She did not protest, but she skulked off to tinker with her riding gear. Valian found her collapsed over it after half an hour or so. The psyker needed no prompting. Valian let him be for a few hours. Nehemiah slept badly; he seemed more active in sleep than in wakefulness, whispering and shivering as ghosts, imagined and real, picked at his mind. When he awoke, he looked at Valian accusingly. 

			‘Waiting to put a bolt in my head? Checking for deviance?’

			‘I’m just keeping an eye out.’ 

			‘The Mordian – not your one, the big one. He said you weren’t a killer. Which is unusual for a commissar. Was that just bluster, or…?’

			Valian shook his head. ‘It’s true. There’s no need where I’m from.’

			Nehemiah raised an eyebrow. ‘Krieg. Yes. I’ve met your monsters.’

			‘That’s what I want to talk to you about.’

			‘I had a bag over my head for most of it.’ 

			‘It’s important. What’s it like with the remnant forces? How did you end up here?’

			Nehemiah gave Valian a long look. ‘You ask a lot of questions, for a commissar.’

			‘I need to understand people.’ 

			‘So you can make them do what you want.’

			Valian paused. ‘Yes.’

			‘So how many people have you killed?’

			‘Not many.’ Valian knew the specific number. He did not like to speak it. ‘My instructor and I had… an understanding.’ Katarin had never pressed Valian on the matter. There was something about his terror in executing another trooper she enjoyed. She had always insisted on having Valian watch. Still, there had been times when she had made it necessary, sometimes to punish him, and sometimes – she claimed – as a reward.

			Nehemiah’s expression was inscrutable. He had been handsome once, but he looked half-finished somehow. At some point, this man’s skull had been broken in several places and patched back together, without much love or care. The mannered, regal affect the psyker adopted was not just pretension. It was his way of scraping a little dignity out of the remnants of his life. That was the way here. 

			Valian unholstered his weapon, turned it over in his hands, and gave it to Nehemiah. ‘Hold this.’

			The psyker was taken aback. ‘What? Why?’ 

			‘Because I need you to understand that I’m not going to hurt you. But I do need to know what you know.’ 

			Nehemiah nodded slowly. He turned the bolt pistol over in his hands. He did not have all of his fingernails, but those that remained were neat. When the psyker spoke, a little of his bluster was gone. 

			‘I almost went to Schola. There is – there was a system for second sons and daughters. Part of the tithe. I failed the aptitude test on purpose. I wanted to join the Electric Rifles, and before that, I wanted to get drunk in Old Town.’

			‘You weren’t born a psyker?’

			‘I’m… not sure. Some people manifest late. The thing I do – it only really works when my life is threatened. I never had the chance to find out before I joined. I went in on the officer track. I was going to be a general by forty. I knew the right people. I always seemed to have the right opportunities. I was… I was very lucky.’ The word dripped with acid in Nehemiah’s mouth. ‘We were told, at the military academies here, that the Imperium held us in very high regard. We were told that our armies are among the best in the Astra Militarum – that our world is the envy of countless others. They didn’t know who we were. We were provincials to them. The things I was commanded to do, with my squad – we might as well have been on minefield-clearing duty. I didn’t care. It was glory. Every mission brought me close to death, and every mission we – well, I – made it back.’ Nehemiah’s hands were white on the bolt pistol. 

			Valian waited until the psyker loosened his grip. ‘Who noticed you?’

			Nehemiah’s expression was dark. ‘There was talk. Envy’s a dangerous thing. But nobody dared accuse me of anything out in the open. And I was winning. I looked good on other people’s records. It was a clerk, in the end. Marked my file as anomalous. I was taken. They weren’t quiet, the rest of the squad watched. I wasn’t the only one they caught, but they made the most song and dance about me. Stripped of my medals publicly. The Munitorum wouldn’t let them stone me. Didn’t want me damaged – I had plenty of that on the way during sanctioning.’ 

			Valian did not ask. Nehemiah’s sanctioning was written on his body, in the little scars, the nervous twitches, the clunky implants. It was easy to imagine, especially for a Schola boy. Nehemiah spoke in the low, level tone of someone working very hard not to sound like he was wavering. 

			‘It was a lot easier, before they did it. They removed a lot of… what’s in here.’ He tapped the metal plate on the side of his skull. ‘I have to work quite hard to make it happen. A little too hard to be seen as very useful, or very dangerous. I didn’t have any friends left in the Rifles, but someone decided to do me a favour. Requested I return to the regiment. As equipment this time, not an officer. I won’t bore you with the details. They put me in a command squad, next to General Naur. A lot of people would kill for that kind of access, you know. She worked me hard. Every time I got close, I thought, This time I won’t try. Let the old bastard and me burn together. But I never could.’ 

			Valian understood the feeling well. He prompted Nehemiah gently. 

			‘What brought you back here?’

			‘Punishment, for the regiment. When the Upper States declared for the t’au, we were recalled to put them down. This was back when it looked like a local conflict. We were going to get in, decimate the populace, then our regiment, and everyone was going to politely forget about it. But things got out of hand. Anti-Imperial riots. Every hive we burned flipped two more. We were mauled. You remember the rest.’ 

			Valian did. He had read the briefings on the failures of Rezlan VI’s home-raised Astra Militarum regiments to bring their home world to heel. Nehemiah continued. 

			‘We were exiled to garrison duty, in the south. Those were good days. It was good to see the brass miserable. Every man and woman in the Rifles as hated as a psyker. It wouldn’t last. When it happened in the north, we were the first to get to the evacuation station. You know the t’au had our plans? They were going to burn the space ports on our side of the wire. We drove them out. That killed most of us. We held the line until the rest of the evacuees arrived. As soon as they had control, they pushed us back into the wilderness. Told us we hadn’t earned our place. Took our armour, most of our high-grade weapons. The general had to beg for a lasgun for every soldier.’

			Valian probed further. ‘They took everything?’

			‘Or so I’m told. What’s happening up there, at the Point. It’s not strategy. It’s plunder. We had to forage. There were people who used to live here in the south. Civilians. They had been stockpiling for a disaster like this. Some of them surrendered quickly. The others’ – Nehemiah, looked pained – ‘they all gave up. In the end. Everyone does.’

			‘And then the Death Korps found you.’

			‘Yes. With no vox, no scout vehicles, no cohesion, they were on us before we knew. We’d heard rumours about the Death Korps. Stories. They were worse than that. We surrendered quickly. More people died after. They had their… They weren’t medics. They were something else.’

			Valian knew what Nehemiah was talking about. ‘The quartermasters.’ There were few true medical officers in the regiments of Krieg. The alchemyks kept the wounded going with stimms. The quartermasters ensured that those beyond the care of their colleagues died swiftly, so that their equipment could be used by worthier soldiers. 

			Nehemiah nodded. ‘That’s right. They lined us up. They took all of our food and ammunition. And then they executed a third of the soldiers. They made Naur give the order. They wanted to preserve the chain of command.’ 

			‘How was it, after that?’

			‘For us? The same. We ate a little better and hated ourselves for it. We were marching, but the Krieg didn’t tell us where. They had all of our supplies. We talked about an uprising. Nothing serious. You know what the irony of it all is? The Electric Rifles were – are! – still loyal to the Imperium. We had orders, and we followed them. We picked up other regiments on the way. Lots of armoured companies, but converted to infantry. Unpopular types – penal legions, chem-troopers. The dregs. I kept my head down. There aren’t many mutants left on Rezlan VI, and there’s a lot of hate left to go around. Some tried to leave, but most of us followed. The Krieg, there’s something about their way of thinking. You hate them at first, then you envy them.’ 

			‘How did you get captured?’

			‘We passed through the flats. It was a hard, hard march. The Korps sent the quartermasters out again. They didn’t do anything, but they watched us. We got the message. The Rifles, we’d been marching longer than anyone. We were lagging at the back of the column. That’s when they found us – the big Mordian and his tanks. They didn’t want to take on the Krieg, but they saw an opportunity to rob us.’

			‘Did you fight?’

			‘No. We traded. A week’s rations. Some trinkets. And me. Naur was tired of my company. And…’ Nehemiah drew back into himself and was quiet. ‘I’m nearing the end of my “operational lifespan”. I can’t… think very well any more. I’m damaged inside. It’s not just radiation. You can’t dodge death forever, Valian. Something – some force – wants me gone. Naur knew. I told her. So she swapped me. For her life, and a can of promethium.’

			‘And then… the Hammerheads.’

			‘Yes. I prayed for liberation. And I got more Death Korps.’

			‘That was fortunate.’ It was Jens. She was awake. She had her mask on, the lenses flickering in the firelight. Valian thought of the quartermasters, the executions, the long march of the Death Korps. She suddenly felt very tall and very distant to him. It was hard to read her.

			‘Your turn to sleep, sir. I’ll watch the psyker.’

			Nehemiah shot Valian a look. ‘Tell her not to kill me.’

			‘Tell her yourself.’ 

			Nehemiah turned to Jens. ‘Please don’t kill me.’

			Jens nodded. ‘Very well.’

			Valian, for once, slept dreamlessly. He simply closed his eyes and then opened them again. His limbs ached a little less, his mind felt a little sharper. That was a minor miracle. They rode south.
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			THE MAKING OF 
VALIAN HESH, PART 3

			 


			As a matter of principle, almost nothing on the surface of Krieg had been rebuilt. There were a few exceptions, but nearly all of these structures were designed for Krieg’s owners, not its people – the hab-domes for the off-worlders, the space port, and the cyclopean flak towers that kept watch over the planet’s dark skies. There was one, though, that was the same as it had ever been: the Krieg Cavalry School. Korpsmen could by and large be trained underground, with large-scale battle drills taking place on the surface amidst ruins that offered vital practical experience in urban warfare. However, riders needed open sky. And so, the cavalry school, once a home for noble sons and daughters too stupid to inherit the family silver and too cunning to assassinate, now acted as a training base for one of the last, best mounted formations ever fielded by humankind. 

			War had hollowed the cavalry school of the tawdry accoutrements of prestige found in other elite institutions, leaving only the stark grandeur of its vast halls, vaulted arches and colossal lecture theatres, stone steps descending to the instructor like an ancient temple in inverse. The walls were adorned not with statues of saints but blunt maxims on the nature of mounted warfare, including those three sentences that Valian wielded as his shield against fear. The vast parade grounds represented perhaps the greatest stretch of clear ground on Krieg’s surface, unbroken by rubble, mines or wire, allowing ten thousand riders to charge in a single line across its entire stretch if a drill demanded it. 

			Space, Valian quickly realised, was not the only reason the Death Riders trained away from the rest of the Korps. Everyone on Krieg claimed that every Korpsman was exactly like all the others. And yet, they were not all alike. Some dared, despite being warned, despite being half-broken by life on one of the worst planets in the Imperium, to demonstrate initiative. These were the soldiers who took command of their squads, who charged rather than held when the vox went down. These were an infection in the perfect, inhuman body of the Death Korps, and absolutely necessary for its ongoing survival. It was from the Death Riders that the Death Korps drew the vast majority of its officers, the cavalry safely quarantined from the foot soldiers and honed into canny, savage commanders for whom independence was a dangerous necessity. 

			Valian learned to ride one deployment at a time. They had to lift him onto his Krieg steed for his first rotation. It was more a prop than a mount. He did not need to ride well in his job; he simply had to look intimidating, which the vast, muscular, strange-smelling beast only aided with. Still, Valian swiftly found himself more comfortable with the steeds than with people. They were straight­forward. You did not operate them through manipulation. There was no love in the Krieg steeds. It was a matter of discipline, care, and understanding the bank of chemical dials that sat just beneath the saddle. A Krieg steed could be driven to a berserk frenzy with a tap to the flanks and 33 cc of equine frenzon. You could shout orders at it as you did, if you liked, but there was no point. 

			He had more trouble with the stablemaster. The Korpsmen at the cavalry school were dangerous firebrands by the standards of their peers, though to Valian they were still taciturn, quiet and oddly watchful. There was no camaraderie to revel in after a brutal charge or ruthless pursuit. Outside of stilted, formal dinners, they kept their own company, and Valian would explain to the warriors from other regiments they had ridden with that the Korpsmen were humble, and honour prevented them from joining the celebrations, but that they passed on their warm regards. The stablemaster was no different. But in other ways, she was an oddity. Her record noted that she had, without instruction, led three severely depleted squads to cover the retreat of a Krieg battle line despite overall orders to fall back. This was a classic origin for a Krieg cavalry officer, but she had been almost killed in the process, and the medicae of some nearby regiment had reached her before the quartermaster, and so, awkwardly, she had lived. She had been promoted to and retired from the Death Riders in a single stroke. Valian lived in mortal fear of small talk, and found her easy company. They did not speak for a month or two, and even when they started, they spoke about Valian’s personal steed – the vast, pale beast that would one day be, to Valian’s dismay, ‘Alice’. 

			‘Large steed.’

			‘Experiment,’ Valian explained. ‘Not a successful one, I’m told. Eats too much, runs too hot. Supply footprint is too large.’

			‘Why do you have it?’ 

			‘Because they were going to reprocess it and I thought it’d be useful in my role.’

			‘As a commissar, sir?’

			‘Quite.’ 

			A few weeks passed. Valian tilted at quintains and took high linear jumps. He felt out the limits of his mount, shared telemetry with bored-looking biologis technicians, who filed the data away somewhere to perhaps, one day in the distant future, be read. The stablemaster approached him again.

			‘What is the role of a commissar, sir?’

			‘Morale. The role of the Officio Prefectus is to ensure the zeal of every soldier in their charge and thus level the Emperor’s hand most effectively against His foes.’

			‘Surely, sir, duty compels a soldier’s resolve.’ 

			‘Other regiments aren’t like the Death Korps.’ They have something to lose, thought Valian. We try to crush it out of them, but all of them have friends. Food they like. Smuggled music tapes they want to listen to again. Things to live for. What does this one live for? It was impossible to tell.

			‘I see, sir. So why are there commissars on Krieg?’

			‘Well, two reasons. Firstly, discipline isn’t just a matter of shooting anyone who isn’t shooting anyone. The job of a Guardsman is to act as an extension of the Emperor’s will, passed down through Him to the High Lords, then the ranks of command, and so on. Korpsmen are good at following orders, but they…’ Valian looked into the mask. The lenses were smoked; he could not see the eyes behind them. ‘You can be a little overenthusiastic. So we’re empowered to take command in case of unproductive action that would result in an unacceptable casualty rate.’ 

			The stablemaster did not nod. 

			‘Secondly, a commissar has to act as a kind of cultural ambassador for their regiment. Everyone in the Imperium has their own way of exalting Him. So we have to learn what those ways are, and bring them out, and explain to our colleagues. Other places aren’t like Krieg, and so a Krieg commissar helps other Guardsmen understand what the Death Korps are like, how you fight, and so on.’

			The stablemaster shifted a little. ‘I see, sir. And, in your view, what are the Death Korps like?’

			Valian had been asked this dozens of times, and had always had a reply ready. To the Cadians, he extolled the Korps as patriots of a fortress-world who had vowed to never waver again. To the Catachans, he had told stories of the grey hell on Krieg’s surface, and the trench-clans that had once picked through its tangle in a desperate battle for survival. To the Steel Legion – well, they mostly just wanted to talk about the artillery. Now, faced with the question from a Korpsman, Valian was unsure.

			‘Good soldiers, under the right command. Strong psychological effect on certain enemies.’ And other Guardsmen. ‘Not very talkative. I should stress that I see that as a good thing.’

			The stablemaster nodded at this. ‘I see, sir. Thank you.’

			Valian continued to hone his craft and his horsemanship. Dispatches on his conduct from the colonels and lord commissars he served under were short, which was as close to commendation as was possible on Krieg. He taught Chimera crews Krieg cavalry drill – ‘Form up as close as you can, the steeds won’t panic. They can’t.’ – and Sentinel operators how to properly support a charge – ‘Fire over the riders. All you need to do is keep the enemy’s heads down. The riders will do the rest when they hit the line.’ 

			The Great Reconquest of Rezlan IV was called, and the Death Korps were assigned to join it. Nearly seventeen worlds were lending their forces to the efforts, each eager to claim their piece of the inevitable glory that would follow. For his part, Valian was grateful. The Death Korps usually found themselves at the heart of the Imperium’s most brutal wars, but the t’au were good foes to fight. They took prisoners and rarely fought to the last. Their fast-moving, flexible style of warfare was hell on the infantry columns, but what wasn’t? For once, Valian was fortunate. He was assigned to the 472nd Siege Regiment, as part of its complement of Death Riders. He was instructed to choose a prefectus militant: a shadow, intended to either rejoin the upper ranks or perhaps even to follow in Valian’s footprints. 

			If Krieg’s brutal, self-abnegating culture could produce officers, then perhaps one day it could produce commissars, too. Valian was presented with four candidates. They gathered on the parade ground. They had dense files, for Korpsmen – one had survived as many as three campaigns. It was impossible to tell them apart. Valian ran them through drills and asked questions and received exactly the manoeuvres and replies he would expect from any Death Rider. 

			He thought of Katarin, at the Schola, and wondered what she had been looking for in the cadets. He spent a few more hours with the candidates, dismissing them early when a storm warning was called. The weather satellites were fritzing, and great winds drew up the dust of Krieg’s apocalyptic wars to drag them in screaming gales through the planet’s ruins. He untacked in dismay, no closer to a decision or an adjutant. He returned to his bunk in the expatriate quarters where he resolved to spend a few hours pretending to decide, then choose a prefectus militant at random. On his way out, he passed the stablemaster and one of the candidates. They were, uncharacteristically for Krieg, murmuring to each other. They stopped immediately when Valian approached. If Valian did not know better, they seemed embarrassed. The Death Rider saluted and beat a hasty retreat, leaving the stablemaster and Valian alone. 

			‘What were you speaking about, just now?’

			The stablemaster shifted and did not answer.

			‘I can order you, if it helps.’

			‘No need, sir. My comrade was analysing his performance in the trials today. He expressed some disappointment in his answers to your questions, and believes that his terre à terre could have been stronger. He knows you and I speak very often and so wanted to know if you would appreciate him rescinding his candidacy so as to not further waste your time.’

			‘And what did you tell him?’ 

			‘I told him that you think Korpsmen are good soldiers and you would consider him fairly. He performed adequately, but forgot himself.’

			Valian made to reply, then paused. ‘Wait. He was looking for reassurance?’ 

			‘If you insist, sir.’

			‘So, his morale was wavering, and you restored it.’ 

			‘On a purely factual basis, that sounds accurate, sir. Please don’t hold it against him.’

			‘What’s your name?’

			‘My registration is–’

			‘Not your number. I need your name. I’m recommending you for promotion.’ 

			‘I’m defective, sir. My injury–’

			‘All repairable. Not for a line soldier, but well within entitlements as a member of the Officio Prefectus. We’ll fix your body next week. Ship-out will be the week after that. I’ll run you through the duties on the journey. Handle numbers. Make recaff. Watch what I do. Kill anyone who tries to kill me.’

			‘If this is the cost of returning to duty, then so be it.’ 

			‘Good. Now, what’s your name?’ Valian fumbled for the paperwork in his greatcoat, and thrust it at the stablemaster with a scriber. The stablemaster took both with the hesitation of a trooper handling a corpse, and, after a pause, began writing. She wrote her registration first in a single flowing movement. She struggled more with her name. The letters were large and a little crude. 

			Valian looked over the form. ‘Your first duty can be filling the rest of this in. Welcome back to active duty, Jens.’
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			CHAPTER 26

			 


			It had been two months since the Caedes Omnis killed Rezlan VI, and for the first time since that day, it rained. The first hour of it made them giddy. By the seventh, it was another hell. Their progress slowed, but Valian did not signal to stop to shelter until he had the nod from Jens. 

			They found a passable refuge – an old servitor barn, long emptied – and chose to rest. Tomorrow, Emperor willing, they would be with the Death Korps. They could see smoke on the horizon. Maybe cookfires. Maybe something else. Nehemiah refused to go on until the group rested, and so they did. They did not risk lighting a fire of their own, but Lance set up a small powered stove with a metal shroud. 

			‘Sentinel-pilot’s camping kit. Wanted to save the batteries, but it feels like…’ He did not need to finish. There was a sense of occasion among the entire group. Even Jens’ usual solemnity and quiet felt deeper than usual. Valian prepared himself for another gritty mug of recaff, Ration Portion B and sickly dreams. He should have slept early, but he fiddled and bothered instead, checking Alice’s tack, cleaning his bolt pistol and troubling Jens with tiny administrative tasks. Ashe broke his torpor. She had her tin cup up and was ringing it with a spoon, like a bell. She called the group to attention.

			‘Right. Seeing as nobody is going to rest, like they should, here’s what we’re going to do. There’s a tradition where I’m from that the night before you do something important, you all take something you’ve been saving, and you have it. Because you might not have the chance again.’

			Nehemiah scoffed. ‘There’s nothing worth saving here.’ Ashe was unfazed.

			‘I don’t think you feel that way. There’s something in your water canteen. Something you only sip at. Even on the dry days.’ 

			Nehemiah looked angry, then perhaps a little relieved. He pulled his canteen from his tunic and handed it to Ashe, who gave it a sniff. 

			‘Emperor’s teeth, Nem. This is foul.’ 

			‘I wouldn’t expect an off-worlder to appreciate it. That’s the last of the wine made on Rezlan VI.’

			Lance was disapproving. ‘We shouldn’t be intoxicated.’ 

			Ashe chuckled. ‘I think even you’d struggle to get drunk off this. There’s barely a mouthful for each of us. I’ll cook with it. Here. Here’s what I’ll give.’ Ashe reached into the folds of her gambeson and pulled out a hoard of tins and vials and an ampoule filled with viscous golden liquid.

			‘Centipede milk. You could eat manure with a measure of this and it’d be palatable. Right – who’s next?’

			Lance, incapable of not trying to please, volunteered. He had a ­crumpled little collection of confection rations. The meagre offering would have taken him his entire, admittedly short, military career to gather. He proffered them to the group like jewels. 

			Valian noticed Jens hovering, uncomfortable at the thought of gathering but clearly wanting to do something. She had her hands in her coat. He offered her an in.

			‘Jens. Participating in local customs is important for a Prefectus officer. What do you have?’

			The Korpsman reached into her coat and produced a standard Krieg ration tin. It was unopened. The group was silent. Jens realised that they were waiting for an explanation.

			‘This has a serial number ending in twelve. They changed what they put in there. I preferred the ones with the serial number ending in twelve, and so I traded for this one.’

			Nehemiah was dubious. ‘What do you prefer about it?’

			Jens shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s just the one I’d choose.’

			Ashe took the tin warmly. ‘It’ll be nourishing, I’ll wager. Thank you, Jens. Now you, sir.’

			Valian had been dreading this. ‘I’ve not saved anything.’ I wasn’t allowed to hide things. 

			Nehemiah’s eyes flashed. ‘You wouldn’t need to, would you? Schola boys like you just take.’

			Jens jumped in. ‘That’s all right, sir. I’ve been keeping something back for you.’

			The group turned to Jens, who was unfolding something from her greatcoat, wrapped neatly in what looked like a lace napkin, stained almost black by the privations of their long ride. Inside was another ration tin. Valian noted the serial number ended in twelve. 

			‘It really is better, sir.’ 

			Jens handed it to Valian, who handed it to Ashe. The medic nodded. ‘I’ve made good meals with worse. Here, help me with this.’ 

			Each busied themselves with little tasks. Lance fiddled with his stove while Jens scrubbed tin Militarum trenchers with the edge of her greatcoat. Nehemiah fretted at Ashe’s shoulder and complained about how she was using the last of his wine. She ignored him, but she had a kind way of doing it. Valian sat back from the group, maintaining the distance of command. There was a metal taste in the back of his mouth, and one of his molars was beginning to loosen. They would not have time to do this again.
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			CHAPTER 27

			 


			Ashe kept time; she woke the riders one by one. 

			‘Come on. Sun’s rising.’ 

			The sky was as vast and dark as ever. Jens’ chosen trails now intersected with those chosen by the Death Korps the riders were pursuing. The Korps loathed waste, but they left spoor all the same: oil stains in the dirt, bootprints, small heaps of neatly folded bodies, field-stripped by the quarter­masters. Jens inspected the bodies. 

			‘Organs still in place. They’re in a hurry.’ 

			Ashe performed her own rites, muttering prayers under her breath while peering into mouths and pressing fingers against stomachs. 

			‘These are only a few hours old.’ 

			Since leaving the macro-farms, Valian’s riders had been penned in by mountains and valleys and ridgelines. There was not much further their quarry could go. Jens showed the charts, where the reassuring geometries of Imperial-held ground gave way to the t’au’s core territories on the planet. One way or another, they would be stopping soon. 

			The mountains opened onto a vast plain. Beneath boiled the armies of the Imperium of Man – the Death Korps, and those they had press-ganged into this suicidal charge. Valian remembered the febrile energy of the Point of Absolute Failure. It was a mirror of himself, serried thousands looking to escape, each filled with fear, anger, apprehension and, somewhere, hope. There was no hope here. Even at a vast distance, the ragged human mass below was obviously unwell. They crept across the plain like rot. Valian had gone into the deep wastes of the south travelling light, with enough anti-radiation gear and meds to keep his physiology together. He had been riding, not marching, on a creature built to canter through the warp itself without breaking stride. His bones ached. He tasted metal when he awoke. If he turned around now, evacuated, and retired from active duty, without medical intervention he would be dead within the year. 

			None of these soldiers had benefitted from Valian’s privileges. They had marched, or more accurately been marched, through this nightmare without rest. They had maintained an incredible speed – they could not have been very far ahead of the riders, but they had outpaced them at almost every turn. They were likely all very sick. And yet, here, only a few miles from the t’au lines, they were preparing for war. Where the great swarms of humans coursed across the land, furrows formed in their wake, earthworks and tank traps and trench lines emerging from the earth like ribs in festering carrion. And at its core, the Krieg field headquarters. Jens pointed it out. 

			‘Flak tower. Few millennia old. There would have been a planet-to-ship piece at the top of it. Stripped out a long time ago. Built to last – you can see where someone’s tried to demolish it.’ The structure was vast and crude. It brought to mind the barrow mounds of humanity’s ancient past. It bore no follies or gothic architraves or images of saints, only scars in its rough, poured-rockcrete surface spilling with rusting reinforcing beams. At even intervals, huge promenades jutted from its sides. Valian could see artillery pieces being hauled upwards, not by crane but by vast work gangs armed with winches, cables and grit. 

			Ashe seemed reserved. ‘What are we going to do about the others?’

			Valian considered the situation. His deal had been to bring the Death Korps home. The blocking battalions were another matter. The 472nd Siege Regiment was organisationally unusual, designed to operate as an independent army responsible for its own reconnaissance, engineering, artillery support and logistics. At full strength, it numbered around ninety thousand combat troops. Looking below, there were several times that number of blocking Guardsmen. It was unlikely that they would have places on the evacuation ships. He swallowed.

			‘We’ll work it out once we’re done here. Lance, call in the coordinates. Register the mission as complete.’

			Lance produced the signalling device and began setting it up, pulling out keypads, antennae and signal boosters. There was something oddly grave about the boy. It was hard to blame him, given what they had been through. He was poorly equipped for this. Still, he seemed to be unusually slow about the task, and quiet. 

			Nehemiah winced when, eventually, the device was activated. ‘Eurgh. High-powered vox always makes my implants play up.’ 

			Valian chastised him, but gently. ‘It’s taking us home.’

			Nehemiah looked over the battleground below. ‘This was my home.’

			Valian considered his next steps. The riders would descend to meet the Death Korps. The remnants would, close up, present potential discipline issues, but they were already half-broken and unlikely to challenge Valian and his riders on their way through. They had proved compliant enough to come this far. It would be easy to leave them behind here, if it came to it. The Death Korps presented potential issues. Valian knew a few other commissars attached to the 472nd – not well, but well enough to know that they would have stopped this madness if they’d had the chance. His bolt pistol suddenly felt very heavy at his side. 

			There was something moving on the horizon. Smooth, dark shapes passing over the earth, growing larger every moment. Lights flashed among them, and Valian wondered what they were and who they were signalling. Alice twitched. Great flowers of light bloomed in the valley below. 

			‘I’m so sorry, sir.’ It was Lance. He looked twenty years older. He had his laspistol up and pointed at Valian. Not a threat. He was afraid. The communications device lay open next to him. ‘They said we’d have longer. That they’d get us out before. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.’

			Valian felt his hand travel to his holster of its own accord. Ashe had a hand on her axe. Nehemiah was utterly still. Jens was looking past Valian. She never insisted on herself. She was direct but never sharp.

			‘Sir. Drop-ships.’

			Valian turned. He counted a dozen vessels, then stopped. There was a single path ahead of him. He could not make his mouth form the words, so he signed instead: 

			Attack.
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			CHAPTER 28

			 


			Riding downhill, into the fire and the smoke and the screams, was simpler than Valian had thought. It was easier to do that than to watch. The calculus had been incredibly simple for him. He was only leaving the planet in the company of the 472nd Siege Regiment, and the 472nd Siege Regiment was about to be destroyed. From this angle, Valian had a strangely euphoric feeling of being in command of the situation.

			The war stretched out in front of him in miniature. Here was the Krieg defensive position, not quite prepared in time, great guns tipping from the edge of the flak tower as the haulers lost control under drone fire. Here were the vast and unruly remnant forces, the equal of the t’au in number and nothing else, pulling back.

			Right now, the disorder was both saving and dooming them. The t’au were attempting to encircle the Imperial army, nipping at the flanks and sending skimmers to the back ranks to sow havoc. That was good; it meant that the remnant forces were fleeing in every direction, which meant some of them, by accident, were blundering into the t’au. Valian signalled for Lance to follow. The boy was grateful for the command – he sprinted to keep up with Alice, as if eagerness were a fitting apology for betrayal. Valian knew he couldn’t leave Lance behind. He had no time to question him. And he would need a comms officer. Jens was a few lengths away on his right hand, Ashe the same distance on his left. 

			Valian tried to commit the battlefield to memory; Jens would have done so already. The flak tower, at the centre. This was the one reliable point in the Imperial line. It would be hardened against orbital assault, and was staffed with Korpsmen. It was built as a firing platform, not a fortress. This made it hard to assault but hard to fight from, too – infantry firing from its upper decks may as well have been spitting on their opponents. If the Death Korps could get their guns into position – if they could repel the drop forces – if they were even still alive – they could mount a decent counter-assault. 

			Beneath the flak tower was a network of trench lines. Valian could make them out beneath the shuddering waves of infantry. They were unfinished. Near the flak tower, there were neat channels, supply trenches, well-sandbagged positions, and maybe even minefields and traps. As the earthworks spread further from the watchful gaze of the Death Korps, they grew more erratic and labyrinthine. This was the best defensive ground on the battlefield. The forces below were rapidly abandoning it for the poorer terrain behind. There were some scrubby hills, a few outcroppings, some patches of parched and dying vegetation. Any territory worth fighting from on the plain was being rapidly eaten up by t’au forward squads; they cruised across the battlefield, laying down turrets, drone-nests and communications posts. The xenos were committing to this battle in full. There would be none of their usual cagey hit-and-run here. Valian had served in the Guard long enough to know how a massacre was planned and executed. 

			In short – without intervention, every soldier here would die. Valian thought of Katarin. She was there, in his mind now. It felt like a nightmarish final test from his old mentor. Here, for the commissar who would not kill, for a man who had served alongside the iron-willed Death Korps, was the ultimate examination. Tens of thousands of soldiers are in full retreat. They are exhausted, dying, and confronted by an obviously superior foe. What action do you take? 

			Valian beckoned Jens to him. 

			‘Jens. Show me your sidearm.’ 

			Jens had a cavalry laspistol, rarely used, but reliable enough. It would have to do. She drew it. 

			‘Good. Under my authority, I’m empowering you to act as a full officer of the Militarum Prefectus. I want you to head to the left flank, close to the flak tower. Order every soldier there to turn around and fight. You’re authorised to execute anyone who fails to comply.’ 

			Jens paused. She knew of Valian’s struggles with executions. ‘I can go with you, sir, if you like.’ It was tempting – to put it in the hands of his adjutant. To keep himself clean, somehow. But the arithmetic was simple. There was a lot of work to do, and Valian needed every pair of hands he could to do it. He shook his head.

			Nehemiah and Ashe looked grave. The feudal-worlder spoke first. 

			‘What about us, sir?’

			‘I want you on the right flank. Nehemiah, stay with Ashe. Ashe – we have a position on Krieg. Quartermaster. For this action, you are forbidden from rendering medical aid to any fleeing soldier. You’re authorised to distribute any remaining combat stimms you have available. You are permitted and encouraged to end the suffering of the wounded.’

			Ashe nodded. Her hand went to the misericorde at her belt. Nehemiah was looking straight ahead. Valian prepared to ride for the centre, but the psyker spoke. 

			‘Naur. The general from the Rifles. She’s the one you need to talk to.’ 

			Valian nodded. ‘Very well.’ With that, he departed. Lance remained silent. 

			He was soon close enough to make out the terrified, filthy faces of the fleeing soldiers. They turned from him as he rode down towards them like insects beneath light, hundreds of hours of training grating against countless millennia of animal survival instinct. He would let these ones flee. With issues of mass discipline, it was best to work from the top down. The command of the remnants, such as it was, would be where their mass was thickest. He drove Alice on. She was tensing up, right now glanding combat hormones in response to the smell of blood on the wind. A drop-ship screamed through the air overhead. Its engines were running hot; Valian could feel the jetwash through his battle dress. They would have had the strike force ready. They knew the Death Korps were coming. 

			It was a shy retreat. A salvageable one. No soldier wanted to be the furthest out from the line. They were stumbling, looking back, looking to each other, waiting for a sign it was safe to break. They were still, in some sense, rational. Valian spared them. He treated them as beneath notice; kept his gaze forward, his tone imperious.

			‘Where’s your commander?’

			The soldiers looked like Accario Electric Rifles in this section. The flow of troops scabbed around Valian, unsure of what to do. Someone managed to point: there, deeper in the dark, frightened mass ahead. Valian gestured at the ridge behind him. 

			‘Set up there. You’ll be the backline. Provide covering fire when appropriate. Turn back any deserters.’

			That was another one of Katarin’s tricks. You stabilised a faltering line by deputising it. You gave some of them a way out – an easy posting, built on the backs of those who were designated for death. There would be no backline in the battle ahead, no covering fire. But for now, a corner of the rout looked intentional. Valian rode on. 

			There were earthworks here, but rudimentary ones, scarcely high or deep enough for a ratling to cower in. There was thunder in the distance. The drop-ships were beginning to descend; the t’au were picking their line. There were some guns set up on the flak tower already, but too few. They barked at the passing aircraft, which in turn were forced to limit their strafing runs to the odd burst of suppressing fire. Even that was devastating. Every ten troops turned to red ruin by pulse fire quickened the pace of another hundred. 

			Valian scanned behind him. Jens was moving in long lines through the ranks, gesturing, talking. She followed Valian’s example and gave as many soldiers as she could useless little missions, anything to keep them from fleeing. Ashe was close behind. And, sure enough, unhorsed and fighting his way through the ranks to keep up with Valian, there was Lance. Everyone reverted to type in a crisis. Follower, leader, the dead, the living. 

			People were shouting, here. It sounded like orders. Everyone wanted everyone else to cover their retreat. Valian did not have to hunt down General Naur at all; he saw her right away. She was looking to him with a pleading Thank-the-Throne-you’re-here expression. It was the same face every doomed commander made to their commissar: Listen, I know it’s a mess right now, but the troops trust me, so just get discipline back on track, and we’ll– Put the bolt pistol down–

			Valian clicked under his tongue for Alice to slow, but he kept his boots tight on her flanks. The pair moved through, rather than around, the massed Guardsmen. Naur was tall, broad-shouldered, obviously exhausted and campaign-worn, but still possessed of a certain grace. She embodied the original version of whatever sad parody of dignity Nehemiah clung to. Her uniform was as overdecorated as the rest of the Accario Electric Rifles, a mess of braid and piping and tawdry medals celebrating bravery, or intelligence, or merely the membership of esoteric martial organisations. But she wore it well; something of what the regiment believed about itself was true in her. Her respirator was down, her voice was clear and carried across her section. Even those in the ragged uniforms of Mordians or Praefects or other, unidentifiable regiments turned to hear her. 

			Here was the kind of soldier Valian had never been: immediately liked, capable of finding common ground with any fellow warrior, confident in a way that inspired confidence in others. And, right now, she was giving the order to retreat. There it was, in her eyes. Asking him for help. Or forgiveness. 

			Valian dismounted.

			He barely felt himself pull the trigger, and at first, it was as if nothing had happened. The world merely paused, a vid-cast stopped in place. Naur went down too quickly to really perceive. Even with the bolt pistol hot in his hand, Valian was surprised – he found himself almost dashing forward to help her up. It had been a clean shot. That was a small mercy. He had been worried – bizarrely, more worried than he had been about doing it at all – that he would do it wrong. That he would injure, rather than execute. That Naur would suffer, rather than just die. She would not have suffered; judging by the state of her head, the round had impacted just below her left eye socket, travelling through an inch or two of flesh and bone without incident. Once nestled firmly in the brain – which, thanks to the sheer size and force of the round, would be largely liquid by this point anyway – the mass-reactive sensor in the bolt would have triggered, causing it to detonate, blasting away the entire upper and rear portion of her skull and leaving only a scrap of lower jaw. 

			Valian realised he was being looked at. He was surrounded by a ring of familiar faces, so recently full of hate and doubt, now flat with terror. Valian let them hang for a moment. He placed the bolt pistol back into its holster, but left the clasp unbuttoned. It was good to be clear with one’s intentions. Alice shook her head and nickered at the smell of blood and brain matter. 

			‘Who does that leave in charge?’ Valian’s voice didn’t feel like it came from him, but someone else. The truth was this: every man and woman here had been brutalised to act purely on training when under extreme stress, and Valian had been trained to be a commissar. The arrogance, the poise, the readiness to kill – this was the foundation he had been built upon, regardless of how much he struggled against it. There was no reply from the gathered officers. 

			‘I’m looking for an answer.’ In the distance, the t’au war machine bore down on the Imperial force, scything through hundreds of soldiers with every passing minute. 

			‘You, sir.’ 

			Valian didn’t look at where the voice came from. His reply was curt. 

			‘If you’ve not advanced from this point when I ride back, I’ll kill you all.’

			He whistled, and Alice drew up behind him, huge and silent. Somewhere close by, he could hear panic. He would start there.
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			CHAPTER 29

			 


			Valian had heard some soldiers talk about the battle trance, of falling into a rhythm of blessed murder and awakening afterwards with no memory of what you had done. He had always held a secret horror for such soldiers. Now, he envied them bitterly. It would have been easy for him to say that he did not recognise himself, that he felt like a passenger in his own skull. He could have imagined himself someone else, and put his actions down to shell-shock or desperation. It would have been easier if he had broken, lost himself to madness or fear, been coaxed out of a shell hole when battle was over. He was not so fortunate. The worst thing Valian encountered on the battlefield that day was himself. 

			Here is Commissar Hesh, astride his Krieg steed, a war memorial rearing above the dead and dying. He lashes his sabre above their heads, and it gives them the – fear? Pride? – to claim another yard or so of territory, the new border marked by their fallen bodies. Here is the creature Katarin had always hoped to make of him and that he had always refused to become. He surges along the rows, and at first he looks for the malingerers, the cowards and the fleeing. He swears to act as surgeon, excising panic where it arises in order to save the wider body of troops. It’s too slow, too pointless. Everyone here is a malingerer and a coward, and everyone here wants to flee. So choosing who to execute is simple. He does not give them time to beg or negotiate. The only escape from him is forward. To turn back and meet his gaze is to die. If a column so much as twitches in doubt, he rides through it, blade flashing. What is happening here is not war. It is arithmetic. Thousands have to die or everyone will die. Something in the back of his mind – the part of him Valian once vainly thought of as mercy or patience, the thing he has used to set himself apart from the rest of his kind – tries to protect him. It says that this will be the hardest bit; the long, savage marathon across no-man’s-land through drone fire and smart missiles and pulse mines will end and be replaced with a more just and honourable war, with bayonets and daring actions and banners raised over the tops of trenches. This is a lie. 

			When the columns pass the first defence line, there is something between a cheer and a groan, a great, awful, human sound that rises from the serried thousands. They tear and rip and stab at the automated defences and droneports, taking goreless trophies of cable bundles and weapon housings. Valian remembers the chart, and the battle plan. He feels like he has been fighting for a hundred thousand years. They are one-eighth of the way across the battlefield. 

			There’s a Korpsman in front of him on horseback, riding the wrong way. Valian fumbles for his bolt pistol and makes to fire; the weapon is jammed. He’s screaming something at the top of his lungs. His mask is hanging limply round his neck. He has nothing to hide. Jens takes the pistol from his hand and clears the jam. 

			‘Seventeenth column is collapsing, sir. Come with me.’ She hands him the pistol. 

			The horror becomes a kind of game. Valian almost feels ready to laugh because it reminds him of Schola. They used to play Inquisitor. It was very simple. One child would turn round, and the rest would try and sneak up on them. If the inquisitor turned around and saw you, you were dead. And so Valian rides from columns that have been beaten into discipline on to columns he has turned his back on, and sees those who are moving wrong, and then they are dead. It becomes almost routine. Sometimes, when he approaches, he does not even need to draw his weapon. The soldiers push the cowards out of their own ranks, stab them with bayonets, cry ‘For the Emperor!’ with fear and bloodlust, and Valian rides by. 

			More absurdities along the line. T’au fire has weathered the columns like an ocean against bedrock. Nehemiah’s section juts from the front of the Imperial forces like a spearpoint. Soldiers cling to him like an island. Nehemiah looks exhausted, but he has a man on each shoulder hauling him forward with the reverence of a fallen saint. Soldiers of the Electric Rifles proclaim the divine power of this native-born son of Rezlan VI as the psyker makes desperate, panicked eyes at Valian. Valian meets his gaze. Nehemiah looks away and submits to beatification. Halfway there. Almost. It’ll get worse before it gets better. 

			‘Flank! Flank!’ The cry travels down the line faster than vox. Valian can see his forces buckling. Ugly holes are opening up in the assault columns. Friendly las fire rakes through the battle lines as soldiers, trigger-hungry and made twitchy by terror, attempt to isolate the source. Valian orders the soldiers to hold and continue their advance and surges forward. He too is hungry for battle, hungrier than he has ever been. Once more, he and Alice are of one intent; his muscles clench alongside hers as they push towards the disruption. Here it is – here are the t’au – as greedy for war as he is. This tension will finally resolve. 

			It’s nothing, of course: a pair of drones, then panic. He tramples the most unruly beneath Alice, fires a shot or two off at the drones, rides back for the centre. Those on this flank will have to content themselves with running and dying, one or two soldiers at a time, as the drones pick and peck at them. There is no other way. There is only forwards. 

			A reprieve and a nightmare all in one. They have reached the earthworks they were once assigned to defend. They are a mixture of neat, Krieg-dug siege trenches and the desperate work of slaves and madmen. From Valian’s perspective, the earth seems to swallow the columns as they advance, disappearing into the wet soil soundlessly. He cheers and raises his blade, beckoning the men into the labyrinth of soil as if it is a victory parade. The soldiers cheer back. Out here in the open, there is only death and horror; sweating, terrified men and women to your sides, the t’au guns to your front, and Valian at your back. In the caul of the earth, it’s easy to forget where or who you are, just a soldier pushing forward in the trenches. Valian stands at the mouth of the network and beckons wave after wave in. The reward of the coward is death; for those courageous enough to make it this far, burial. The smell of hot, unwashed bodies rises from the earth, and Valian sucks in the raw, awful humanity of it. 

			He rides up and down the line, beckoning them in with his sabre. For a few blessed moments, the commissar can offer something other than death, and the soldiers accept this meagre offer of soil with pathetic gratitude. No sign of Jens or the rest. Too late, now; the t’au ordnance is well in position, and those not in the trenches in the next few minutes will never reach them. There’s a blue flash in the corner of his eyes, and his stomach lurches upwards – Alice is throwing him.

			Valian stumbles forwards. He’s been hit. No, a near miss. There is no ordnance on the t’au side of the line capable of leaving him standing. He pats himself down. There’s hot ash on his right side. His ears are filled with blood, and he feels like he’s been slapped in the face by a brick wall. His back might be broken, but he’s running on enough residual adrenaline that he can coast through it for a little more time. No Alice; he’s afoot. He tries to work out where the battle lines are, and he realises too late he’s overextended. Hands have him everywhere. They’re at his ankles, sleeves, face. They’re trying to undress him, they’re trying to pull him into the earth. Valian kicks and thrashes like a daemon. Katarin’s voice is in his head. Bravery. Valour. Courage. None of it exists. Everyone knows it. The only feeling humans possess on a battlefield is fear of death. 

			Valian is more afraid of death now than he’s ever been. He frees his arm, draws back, and thrusts forwards. He finds meat, and breaks something’s nose.

			A hand swiped the mud from Valian’s mask. There was Lance, still, somehow, here. The boy was bleeding. He proffered the communications case to his commissar. 

			The box was talking. There was a soft voice underneath the lid. 

			‘Is anyone there?’
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			CHAPTER 30

			 


			Valian ordered Lance to open the case. The face inside was moving. The Mordian flicked a series of switches, wordlessly enabling two-way transmission. Gunfire split the air above; Valian had to lean very close to the box as he spoke.

			‘Hello?’

			A twitch from the face. It was blind, but the presence working through it was instinctively tracking the source of the sound. 

			‘There’s… There’s someone here. I’ll… yes, one moment. Please provide your identification.’

			‘Commissar Valian Hesh. Death Korps. I’m in provisional command of a force of Imperial troops.’

			A pause – the mouth moved up and down wordlessly as the head processed ambient vox-signals. And then, it spoke again.

			‘Pardon me. I’m a vox-officer attached to the Death Korps Four Hundred and Seventy-Second Siege Regiment. I’m speaking on behalf of Colonel Harviek Bronner. The colonel is grateful for your efforts so far. He would like to inform you that you have provided considerable relief to his troops, as the entire t’au operational force is now committed in battle against you.’

			Valian started to speak, but the head interrupted.

			‘The colonel is also pleased to be speaking to a commissar of the Death Korps. He says you will need to explain to your forces what he is about to do. He says that you will likely be able to do this without causing undue panic among your troops, which will result in further casualties.’

			Overhead, pulses of energy screamed through the air, as next to Valian, troopers cracked off lasgun shots. The t’au were getting closer. 

			‘Please synchronise your chrons and prepare for immediate action in six minutes,’ the head continued. ‘Your coordination here is vital.’ 

			Valian set his chron. 

			‘Thanks to your efforts, Colonel Bronner has been able to reposition a significant portion of his artillery. We will be commencing a close bombardment along your line shortly. It is vital that you maintain cohesion during this time. Expect spaced volleys every ten seconds. We will be advancing our bombardment sixty yards between firings.’ 

			Valian made to protest. The soldiers around him looked grave. The trenches were becoming more crowded by the moment as the rears of the columns filtered in, desperate for relief. 

			‘I am ordering you to delay your bombardment,’ he said. ‘We are not in a position to launch an assault. We have no communications. Our morale is poor. I need time to organise my forces.’

			‘Colonel Bronner has already provided you with as much time as is possible. The t’au will be at your line in a manner of minutes, and so that is when the bombardment will commence. If you do not comply and counter-assault, you will all die. Colonel Bronner would like to be clear that this is not a threat, but a statement of fact.’ 

			Valian did not have time to think. He looked at the soldiers in the trench with him. Some Grenzers, one of the Accario Electric Rifles, quivering next to a support and muttering to himself. A Chem-Dog, grinding her jaw as her stimm-harness pumped her full of hate. Some bloodied thing in a greatcoat holding an autopistol in its remaining hand. What looked like a Ventrillian, shaking as he tried, repeatedly, to reload his broken weapon. All were looking at him. There was no choice.

			‘I need each of you to pass the word up the line. Synchronise your chrons with mine. Assault in…’ – he checked the time – ‘three minutes. We need to form lines.’

			A moment of stunned silence. An assault under close bombardment from a position like this would have been an incredible manoeuvre even for hardened, experienced and fresh troops. These were scarcely better than conscripts. But this was their best, their only chance of victory. What would Katarin say here? The best orders are simple ones. 

			Valian drew his sabre, and roared with shattered lungs. ‘Affix bayonets!’

			Lance was to it first. He nodded to Valian, then hared off into the trench lines. Valian wondered if he would ever see him again. Those who could walk among the others followed suit. The pulse fire was intensifying. The t’au were keeping the Imperial soldiers’ heads down. Bombardment or no, the first up over the trench line would die. The second line would be mauled. The third would have to see this and decide to charge. He could not see Jens, or Ashe, or Nehemiah. If the troops saw him running or backing off, they would know that this fight was doomed. 

			Valian pressed himself shoulder-first into the clay of the trench, bracing his knee against a mound, so he could spring over. Next to him, the dead took their positions. He felt like he had been here for aeons. His life had been a guttering, flickering thing compared to his time spent on this battlefield. He checked his chron. Thirty long seconds. The fire was letting up now. A false peace; the t’au would be changing positions, bringing their assault units to the fore and pulling away cover. Ten seconds. The timing would have to be perfect. Too early, and they would go into the fire. Too late and the t’au would recover. Five seconds. He was out of bolt shells. He could not execute the fleeing. There would be no need. One second. Valian prepared to give the call to charge. 

			There was no need. It sang in the throats of a hundred guns, a hammer­ing wave of sound as mortars and bombards and huge siege cannons all chanted their funeral dirge. The shells were airborne now. It was too late to do anything else. It had always been too late. In terror, or elation, Valian stepped forwards into death. 

			The world went white. There was something very hot against Valian’s chest, and he wondered, in a detached way, if he had been shot. But he hurt too much to be dead. It was the refractor field in his breastplate. It had, in the course of a second, absorbed several hundred megathules of energy, converted them into light, and bought Valian another second of life. The lenses of his mask were designed to darken in case of sudden flashes; had they not, he would have been instantly blinded. The light cleared, and Valian was suddenly face to face with a t’au trooper, desperately thumbing a new clip into a blocky rifle. In Valian’s conscious mind, something was wrong with the picture. There was a word for this, something he couldn’t remember. But his sabre was already up. The powerblade passed through the alien composites of the creature’s armour and stained them with dark, red blood. He followed the strike through, dragging it up out of the creature’s breastplate and into its helmet. Anti-xenos drill was to always confirm a kill in close quarters. The helmet parted, as did the face beneath. Not an alien face. That was it: gue’vesa. Human helper. 

			The woman was choking on her own blood. Valian’s strike had blinded her. She had a faded penal tattoo on her cheek. She slipped forwards, and Valian tried to catch her. She was as good as dead already, but he needed cover. He had a moment to glance across the lines, and sure enough, there it was – as humans spilled forth from the trenches in ragged, bleeding heaps, humans in gleaming armour poured pulse fire into them at extreme close range. And if any of it caused Valian to doubt himself, or pause his advance, or consider retreat, it was too late. There was the whine of shells close by. Valian felt his face go thick and full with pressure, and the earth rang like a war-drum. 

			One. 

			Confusion. Forces reeling on both sides. It’s a mixed bombardment. The Krieg have brought a regiment’s worth of tactical artillery to bear. The lucky ones go beneath the siege shells, the fortress-killers capable of turning rockcrete to sand. At Valian’s section, it’s the cripplers – high-fragmentation munitions designed to apply overwhelming pressure to an enemy’s medical infrastructure. What Valian does next is mercy. He advances, blade in hand, and ends the suffering of every creature in his path. Any Imperial soldiers ahead of him have been shredded in the blast. Those behind him shamble forward, rendered meek and senescent by the great guns. 

			Two. 

			Valian feels the impact in his boots. There’s a high ringing in his ears, which is a relief – it’s a silence, of a kind. His mouth is moving; maybe he’s shouting something. His sword is up. Some of the gue’vesa are holding, but their line is wavering. The drop-ships hover apprehensively above the ranks, awaiting the order to pull back or commit. Around Valian, something like an assault column is forming. The great guns of Krieg are in command. They bellow, Forwards!

			Three. 

			The ground shudders again. There is a rhythm to it – the distant thump of the guns firing, the crash as they hit home. It’s not quite a marching beat, but it’s good enough. The soldiers next to Valian are falling into step. Some drop-ships are taking off; others are crashing to the earth, hulls aflame. They’re committed too deeply to escape. They’re brave, though. Those who can still stand are stumbling into battle lines to cover the retreat of their comrades. Valian knows enough about artillery doctrine to know that the Krieg gunners will have been counting on this.

			Four. 

			Further back, a good distance. It lands behind the t’au line, not on it, but the gue’vesa at the front cringe all the same. They were more prepared to die than to live. The Imperial soldiers pick up the pace. Communication with the Death Korps by conventional means is impossible, and yet their guns speak with clarity and purpose unmatched by any officer. Together, the press-ganged remnants and the 472nd Siege Regiment work together like the fingers of a hand. It’s time to squeeze. 

			Five. 

			The earth shakes again, then keeps shaking. Quake round. No, the artillery is too far out. Boots are hammering the earth all around Valian. The t’au are in retreat and the troopers can feel it. It curdles the misery and fear of the Imperial forces into vengefulness. Every soldier has their bayonet up, and every soldier wants to redden it. They move to close. 

			Six. 

			One minute has passed. There it is, thinks Valian. There’s the battle-trance. His hand is around someone’s neck. There’s a thrum in his hand as his blade passes through something hard, then something soft, then something hard again. He is wet to his knees. There’s a hole in the clouds above. Ashe was right. There is the Emperor, in the sun, grinning bare-toothed at His children below. Valian runs into His light. 

			Seven. 

			Too far! Valian Hesh stops.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			Heavy. Jens said that to be beneath the sky here was like being buried. He understands her comfort in that, now. Something on a chest. Something on his chest.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			Get up. There’s a bolt shell waiting for you. I put it here. You remember.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			‘Throne, is that…? I think– Emperor’s teeth, it’s him! Get the medic. Do it. Now!’
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			CHAPTER 31

			 


			Valian awoke. At first, he thought he was dead, and then he saw the Korpsman, and he remembered something an Attilan said once, about those who are already dead. She wasn’t moving. How did he know it was a she? Because he knew this one well. 

			‘Jens?’ 

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Am I dead?’

			‘Not at present, sir, no.’ 

			She was completely still, but she was looking at him. She had her mask off. Valian tried to move, but he was unsure of the dimensions of his body.

			‘Jens, why can’t I move?’

			‘You were in a bad state, sir. You’ve spent some time in field surgery. You kept getting up and trying to move.’

			‘Ah.’

			‘Nehemiah and I found you. You insisted I stay.’

			‘What about the rest?’

			‘Ashe was hurt. I’m not sure about Czarr.’

			‘Did we win?’

			‘The enemy pulled back. They’ve been probing us since. We have enough shells here to repel another assault, but the infantry is almost done for. They’re plinking at us with railguns for now. Food will run out in a week. Maybe less, maybe more, depending on how many more survivors we find. Colonel Bronner is satisfied so far.’

			‘Bronner – the commander of the Death Korps?’

			‘Yes, sir. He instructed me to tell him as soon as you were awake and sufficiently functional.’ 

			‘I’m awake now, Jens. It’s not like you to ignore an order.’

			‘I’ll let him know, sir. But – you’re going to hurt. When you get up.’ She was trying to say something. It wasn’t clear what; her mouth kept failing to find the right shape. She ran a hand over her cropped hair. She looked very human. ‘I didn’t mind, when I thought you were dead. It would have been a good death. But – when you were alive – it was hard to see you hurt. Harder than I thought. I don’t want to see you hurt again. Sir.’

			The moment hung for a second. A shooting pain in Valian’s side broke it. Jens did not jump to his aid, but let him groan and suffer privately, looking through him just as he looked through her while she ate. It was a kind thing. 

			‘Come on, sir. You’re needed. It’s time to go.’

			Valian had expected a kind of anarchy, even amid the Death Korps. Here was the most feared fighting force in the Imperium outside of the Space Marines, deep into the sickly, dying stages of an awful war. They had moved, largely on foot, through appalling ground, faced constantly with the possibility of attack and the certainty of radiation poisoning. Their war was more hopeless than any other, having chosen not to evacuate. And yet here, amid the rockcrete vaults of the flak tower, was the quiet and order of Krieg. The wounded did not writhe and moan as the salvageable were triaged and the lost given mercy. There was no shouting, no braying orders on vox-casters, only the click of boots on stone and the rustle of greatcoated soldiers passing briskly through the corridors. 

			Jens led Valian on. Periodically, the walls of the flak tower would give way to the outside, wounds old and new marring its surface and allowing Valian to perceive the world outside and below. He was high up, near the vast gun decks that he had glimpsed at the opening of the battle. The field below was almost impossible to perceive, the masses of dead soldiers, broken vehicles, churning mud, bonfires and so on rendered into smears. Jens would occasionally point to one section of the battlefield or another. ‘That’s the Grenzers. We lost control of them fairly early in the battle. They’re still pushing forward.’ 

			Valian could see a mass of small bodies stumbling through the mire, crawling through the wreckage towards something only they could see. He was glad when they passed. Still, even without seeing it, he could hear something from the field below – an odd, repetitive, susurrating sound. Jens noticed Valian craning his head to listen.

			‘It’s your name, sir. They’re chanting it.’

			There it was. ‘Hesh. Hesh. Hesh.’ It didn’t sound triumphant. There was a funerary rhythm to it.

			Jens gestured to a bulkhead, and they passed into the depths of the tower. Structures like this were hollow, but the Death Korps had filled its bones with their equipment. Racks of bunks scaled the walls, while great stacks of ammo crates formed the boundaries of offices, platoon barracks, meeting rooms and so on. It felt a little like home. 

			‘Where’s Ashe? And Nehemiah?’

			‘Below. Ashe wanted to try and help some of the fallen. She’s coordinating with the quartermasters. Nehemiah… They’re being very odd towards him.’ 

			This made sense to Valian. Such was the fate of the regimental psyker – hated in defeat, lionised in victory. Much like the regimental commissar. 

			The pair passed a bank of auto-scribes. Korpsmen worked mercilessly at the keys. Jens nodded and the administrative troopers saluted back. ‘Orders. With the vox down, we’ve gone back to paper.’ 

			‘Do you have any word about Private Czarr?’ The last time Valian had seen Lance, he had been haring through the trench lines. The Mordian, if he was smart, would be long gone by now, either blending in with the wretched masses below in a dead man’s uniform or making his way to the t’au lines, white flag in hand. 

			Jens stopped. ‘Czarr reported for duty about eight hours ago. He’s awaiting judgement. He has some information he wants to share. With you.’ 

			Yes. Lance had known. As soon as he had called in the position of the Death Korps. As soon as the drop-ships were on the horizon. This was the intended outcome. Valian had been used to spring a trap. 

			Only a Korpsman would have recognised the command quarters for what they were. The staff officers of the Death Korps busied themselves alongside their lessers. There was no need for rank here. Valian scanned their number. A few officers, company-level commanders judging by their uniforms. Some less recognisable figures – secondments from other regiments, but, judging by the fact they were masked, Korpsmen by experience. The only bare-headed figure was at the centre of the group. He was bald, but neatly so – what hair he possessed had been cropped. His skin had been ruined by flame or plasma but was ash pale. He had the look about him of a long-dead monarch, mummified in his barrow mound to ward off graverobbers. Grey eyes darted up to meet Valian’s gaze. 

			‘Hesh. Good. How was your journey?’
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			CHAPTER 32

			 


			Krieg commanders did not attend formal dinners or martial societies. They did not have Schola-mates to catch up with over lhos and amasec.  They operated the vast machinery of war of the Death Korps at the highest levels. They worked constantly. The operational battlefield lifespan of a Korpsman can, in extremis, be measured in weeks. Those who lasted for years were ancient by the standards of their kin; each developed their own private madnesses in order to stay outwardly sane. In a fresh Korpsman, or a grenadier, or even an officer of the Death Riders, an Imperial soldier might find a certain death-lust that, in theory, they should feel a commonality with. In the colonels and those above – demigods of war charged with overseeing the deaths of millions – commonality just led to unease. Bronner was looking at Valian with some familiarity. His face was unreadable. Valian felt uneasy.

			‘It is Hesh, isn’t it?’

			Valian composed himself. ‘Yes, sir. I didn’t think you would know me.’

			‘Yes. All the other commissars are dead or missing. The quartermasters didn’t have you on file. I thought it was a mistake. Weren’t you in the north?’ Bronner’s tone was flat. He seemed mildly disappointed that Valian was alive, but willing to forgive him for it. 

			‘We were. My adjutant managed to get us out.’

			‘How did you travel?’

			‘We rode, sir.’

			‘Ah yes. Krieg steeds. Effective creatures in this territory. Exchange my infantry for Death Riders, and I would have won this war already.’

			There was a stiff silence between the two men. 

			‘Thank you for returning to duty,’ Bronner said. ‘Is there anything else?’

			Valian was aware that he was being looked at. Not directly, but behind masked faces, a dozen pairs of eyes were on him. 

			‘Yes, colonel.’

			‘I see. Have I erred in some manner?’

			‘Yes, sir. I’m told you refused orders to retreat.’

			Bronner nodded. Valian could see annoyance flash across his features – not anger, but the impatience of one who has to explain something rather simple. 

			‘Let me set you right. The collapse of the chain of command in the north means there are no individuals with operational command of the Death Korps on this planet apart from me.’

			‘Your commissars, colonel. They would have permission to prevent you from performing an action such as this.’

			Bronner nodded. He was scrutinising Valian. He spoke very slowly. 

			‘Our Prefectus elements were almost all seconded. I requested they return. I had difficulties getting an answer to my request. Apparently there is some kind of secondary operation occurring here.’

			At this, Jens stepped forward. ‘Private Czarr, colonel. I believe he has some insight into this matter. It would be useful for Hesh to hear.’

			Bronner nodded curtly. ‘Yes. Have him brought up.’ He made a small gesture. 

			A minute or so later, two grenadiers appeared with Czarr between them. The young Mordian was cuffed, but he maintained his pride, even so. He stood up straight. His eyes and face were webbed with burst blood vessels – he had been in the first wave with Valian, almost directly beneath the artillery. His nose was bandaged. He nodded to Valian in salute. Valian did not salute back. 

			Jens inclined her head towards Lance. ‘Give your testimony, Private Czarr.’ Only Valian caught her hand moving in sign: It’s all right. 

			‘I wasn’t told much. But I overheard some of it. And people talk. Lots of people were unhappy with it. But…’ Lance swallowed. ‘A deal was made. After Caedes Omnis. With the t’au. We proposed it. They handled communications.’ 

			Lance was sweating. He could not bring himself to look at Valian. Valian looked to Bronner.

			‘Did the Death Korps know?’

			Bronner nodded. ‘Yes. A list was made of regiments that were going to evacuate, and those that were going to stay behind. We were offered a full rearm – enough armour for four regiments our size, plus ammunition, medical supplies, and so on.’ 

			Valian remembered the vast munitions stores at the Point of Absolute Failure, the warehouses filled with tanks, and the broken, disarmed soldiers sent out into the wastes to die. 

			‘What happened?’

			‘We refused. The orders were inconsistent with our operational goals here. And with my understanding of Imperial principles.’ 

			Valian was suddenly aware that Bronner had not blinked for some time. His expression – wherever it was, beneath his scars – was unreadable, as was his tone.

			‘Of course, as commissar, you would be within your rights to change our orders. Is this your intention?’

			Valian chose his words carefully. 

			‘Yes.’

			Bronner stepped closer to Valian and looked the commissar over. There was an intensity to the man that was rare in Korpsmen. He moved through the world as if he was the only living thing in it. 

			‘Very well. We will not kill you.’ 

			There was a couple of seconds of silence. Bronner made a strange huffing sound.

			‘I jest. I have no intention of executing you. Your adjutant informed me you have a dependency on mordant humour when you are stressed. I wanted to put you at ease.’ 

			Jens nodded solemnly to Valian in confirmation. Valian did indeed feel very slightly more at ease than when he thought he was about to die. He turned to Lance.

			‘So – what happened next?’

			‘It was expected the Death Korps would not comply. An order to just leave them behind would have spread panic. This was when we made the deal. It was the lord commissar’s idea. We’ve been–’ Lance looked desperately uncomfortable. ‘It’s not a peace agreement. Not really. The blocking battalions all have orders to kill the t’au. The skirmishes are to prove that we’re serious. It looks like we’re still fighting, but in practice, nobody that matters is getting hurt.’

			They had seen it happen. The drop attacks, the bombings. The confidence and brutality of the t’au attacks. Valian could feel the hideous shape of the plan. It felt like Katarin. 

			‘And what was the Death Korps’ part in this?’

			‘That was her idea too. The lord commissar. She thought it was clever. She told me about it. She told me–’ Lance swallowed. ‘What would happen if I told anyone else about it. The Death Korps are the final bargaining piece. They’re the only operational force in this theatre capable of causing serious harm to the t’au. Not enough to win, but enough to make them regret it. We told the t’au the Death Korps had gone rogue. But – if they let us evac­uate, we would tell them where they were.’ 

			‘But you didn’t know.’

			‘No, sir. We needed to find them. We needed a small team. Loyal. But they couldn’t know what we were trying to do. I was meant to brief you – afterwards. She said you wouldn’t mind if it meant staying alive.’ Valian doubted that Lance was ever meant to live through this. 

			‘So… we’re the reason the t’au attacked. That so many people are dead.’

			Lance looked at the ground again. ‘Yes, sir. I’m sorry. If that matters.’ 

			Valian unholstered his bolt pistol. Lance remained still. The Death Korps did not tense up or stare as other soldiers did. He felt a certain pressure from Ashe, behind him. Nehemiah was cringing away, trying not to be noticed. Here he was, at the end of the world, the final step in a chain of brutality and slaughter that had begun with his birth. Valian had been a killer, even before he pulled the trigger on his weapon. He had kept his head low while others were harmed. He had pointed out the liars and malingerers and those unable to bear the violence. He had done the deeds of wicked men and women. He had never defied an order. And here, at some forgotten apocalypse, in a war that would never be remembered, he found himself, still alive. Here was Lance, who had condemned them all to death, who had lied and hidden his true intentions, who had followed orders without thinking. Here was Lance, who had, despite this, desperately tried to make Valian like him, who had shared his saved rations, who had leapt from the top of his Sentinel into the dark water, who had stayed the course despite its horrors. 

			Valian made his choice. He raised the pistol, then stopped. It was empty, in any case. He placed it back in its holster to silence. He was a commissar, but of Krieg. He was not a butcher, but a surgeon. 

			‘Attention, Guardsmen. In light of the testimony of Private Lance Czarr and observations by me and my command squad, I am issuing an edict of execution upon the entire Combined Command Authority, their command staff, and Lord Commissar Katarin Ven Der Ganz, using the powers granted to me by the Astra Militarum, the Militarum Prefectus, and the God-Emperor of Mankind. For the crimes of sedition, negotiation with xenos, theft of Munitorum assets and betrayal of humanity, the sentence is death.’ He turned to Jens. ‘As recorded by my adjutant, my service weapon has been damaged in use. In accordance with Munitorum regulations, I am assuming a new weapon until an official replacement can be provided.’ Jens nodded. 

			‘Very good, sir. What should I record as your provisional instrument of execution?’

			Valian surveyed the group – Jens, Ashe, Lance, whose eyes were wet with tears, Nehemiah, who had a curious look on his face, and the Death Korps, seemingly impassive but poised nevertheless. Valian spoke again.

			‘The Four Hundred and Seventy-Second Siege Regiment of the Death Korps of Krieg.’
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			CHAPTER 33

			 


			They rode out from the tower. They strung a white flag onto the banner pole of the 472nd company standard, so a symbol of peace and surrender fluttered beneath the talons of the Imperial eagle and the skulls of the Krieg dead. Jens was at the head of the column, followed by Bronner, who rode stiffly but well. He explained to Valian as they tacked up. ‘I was a trench-leaper. The attrition rate is high. I outlasted everyone else who could have been promoted.’ There was no pride in his words. 

			Valian rode behind Bronner, alongside a small honour guard of Death Riders. The colonel regarded the standard.

			‘I believe, Hesh, this is the first time the Death Korps have ridden out under a flag of surrender. Outside of… tricks. Is this a trick?’

			Valian swallowed. The plan had taken much explaining; even now, it strained whatever trust the Death Korps held in him. In the end, Jens had swayed them.

			‘We no longer have the capacity to inflict conclusive harm upon the t’au forces. If we attack them as we are now, we will all die. Many t’au will be left alive. Therefore, we must commit to a different strategy.’

			And so, at the end of a world, the Death Korps were riding out to negotiate. They were armed; the Imperium rarely treated with aliens, and never with open hands. 

			The Death Riders were saluted as they went by. Shapes rose from mud-holes and field hospitals to doff their helmets or make the aquila or simply nod. Bronner often called for the riders to stop, so he could nod back, or inspect the shattered men and women who remained from Valian’s counter-attack. This was not the pompous comfort of other Imperial commanders, who liked to extract adulation from their soldiers after a battle. Bronner was incisive, and blunt. They approached one group – a pack of Savlar troopers, shivering as they passed a chem-inhaler between themselves. 

			‘How did you survive?’ Bronner asked the same question to everyone. 

			The Chem-Dogs shrugged. ‘We were gonna run, but that one’ – he pointed a shaking finger at Valian – ‘would have seen it. Took all our ’slaught instead. Figured we were going to die anyway. Most of us did.’ 

			‘And now – your bodies need the chems, yes?’

			‘Yeah. You can cut it with engine oil and medical chems to make it last longer.’ 

			‘How much do you have left?’ 

			The Chem-Dog gestured to the inhaler and gave a humourless, black-toothed grin. It rattled when he shook it. Valian made, on instinct, to explain the innuendo to Bronner, but the colonel understood. 

			‘You will need to be fully effective, going forwards. Inform the quartermasters of what you need. You will have it.’

			It was a long passage across the field of battle, between Bronner’s interventions and the carnage wrought by the Krieg artillery. The murmurs of fractured bands of Imperial soldiers gave way to the buzz of t’au drones, sweeping over shell holes and trench lines in search of the dead and wounded. Valian could hear one playing a synthesised message in stiff Low Gothic: ‘At present, providing medical aid would not serve the Greater Good. Know that your sacrifice here will save t’au lives elsewhere. Your efforts will be remembered.’ It repeated itself twice, first in a clicking Valian remembered from the kroot, then in what he assumed was T’au. 

			The xenos’ forward command bunker was squat and unadorned. There were no visible guards, no battle standards or trophies. Jens stopped alongside Valian and pointed at something in the distance. There it was: two dozen or so shimmering hazes, almost invisible to the naked eye. 

			There was no welcome. The door to the bunker was open. Valian, Bronner and Jens dismounted. The rest of the Death Riders remained outside. 

			The t’au inside did not look like the soft, easily killed things that Valian had seen in propo-vids and hanging limply from gibbets. It – He, Valian noted, looking at its facial organs with a Schola boy’s love of trivia – was gnarled and broad. It was taller than him by a head, and big. It was shot through with augmetics of some kind, and its armour was covered in silvery chips. Veterans looked the same across the galaxy. 

			Valian had studied the t’au before Rezlan VI. It had all been interrogations of water caste, their expressions and bearings flickering from something incomprehensibly alien to almost-correct impressions of human emotion. He had expected something similar here. The expression on this t’au’s face was not an impression. Valian recognised it immediately. Hatred. No, more than that. Contempt. The t’au was alone, save for a drone, which hovered next to it. Valian was suddenly aware that his own delegation – himself, Jens, Bronner, and the Death Riders – looked ragged and barbaric here. Good. If it thinks you’re mad, you have leverage.

			Valian spoke. The creature almost looked pained. 

			‘Do you have any representatives? The… water caste?’ 

			The t’au eyed Valian. Its voice was low and sonorous. It spoke Gothic well.

			‘You killed all of them. You will talk to me.’

			Valian nodded. Bronner tapped his foot. The old Korpsman was uncomfortable, or perhaps just mimicking discomfort to aid Valian. He made his opener. 

			‘We would like to negotiate your absolute surrender here. Our terms are simple. You nullify any existing agreements with any forces claiming Imperial authority. You withdraw immediately from this sector, and promise not to pursue us. If you do not comply–’

			The t’au raised a hand and muttered something to its drone. When it spoke, it was laconic. 

			‘I am asking my machine if you are lying. I find you are a species of liars. I find fighting you to be worse than be’gel, or animals, because you pretend you are not.’ 

			The drone chirped. A moment of silence passed between the Imperial delegation and the t’au. Valian held the creature’s gaze. Its eyes were small and dark, its lip curled.

			‘My drone is unsure. It says you might be telling the truth, but you are from a caste of liars. This is why I prefer to deal with animals.’ 

			Valian probed cautiously. ‘Your soldiers here are human.’ The t’au shook its head.

			‘They are t’au. They are capable of thinking, unlike you. You come to us with your slave army of madmen. The t’au here wanted this planet to be part of something more than your slave-army machine. They asked to die here in order to protect that principle. They are braver than anyone in this room. I am here because of my respect for them, not you.’

			Valian could feel himself losing control of the situation. Further combat would be suicide. Even victory would be ruinous – there was no escape from the planet here. He needed a clear path of retreat and as many soldiers on it as possible. He felt Bronner move behind him. The old Korpsman had heard enough. Valian made to stop him, but Bronner shrugged him off. 

			The t’au eyed the Korpsman warily, but without fear. Bronner reached into his coat, and Valian braced himself for violence. The marshal brought his sabre out and laid it across the table. 

			The Korpsman was calm and unreadable as ever.

			‘I am not here to kill you. I am here to communicate with you. Your machine thinks, yes?’

			The t’au nodded. It was in combat stance, shoulder forward, hand near enough to its sidearm for a quick draw. Bronner was unfazed. 

			‘And you trust it?’

			The t’au nodded again.

			‘I have noted you to be a knowledge-gathering people. Do you know what I am?’

			The t’au glared at Bronner. ‘You are the worst of the slave armies. Even humans hate and fear you. You yourself possess the rank of command, but you are still lower in the estimation of your species than any other soldier from any other slave army.’ 

			The Korpsman nodded. ‘Yes. That is correct. We are called the Death Korps. I want you to ask your machine to search its records for previous negotiations with us.’

			The t’au muttered something to the drone, and the machine began working. It paused. It made a short, low noise.

			‘It says it cannot find any.’

			Bronner nodded. ‘Then its records are accurate. We do not deceive. We do not talk. Being here now strains against every fibre of who I am. But I am here. Surrender, let us redeploy, or I will commit the Four Hundred and Seventy-Second Siege Regiment in full against you now. You will win at first. But we will keep coming. We will overrun your front line, then the second. Perhaps one in ten of my troops will make it through to your rear, but they will fight with the strength of ten. We will not attempt to take ground or resources. We will pursue no strategic or tactical goal beyond slaughter. If you drive us off and think us gone, we will hide in shell holes and corpse heaps with grenades. The remnants of our regiment will cling to you like a grave shroud until you suffocate. If any of you live, it will be a half-life, peering round corners and never truly sleeping until the day you die.’

			The t’au held Bronner’s gaze. ‘This is the outcome you want.’

			Bronner nodded again. ‘Yes. It is. And yet, duty compels me to be here. I believe strongly that this man’ – he nodded to Valian – ‘wants everyone here to live. He has come a long way. He is Krieg.’

			The t’au paused. The drone chirruped. After a time, the xenos spoke. 

			‘What will you do when you return?’

			Valian stepped forwards. ‘We’ll return to our headquarters and execute the Combined Command Authority for dealing with xenos.’

			The t’au made a guttural sound that Valian realised was a laugh. 

			‘Humans killing humans. It is better than humans killing t’au. Leave, then.’

			Valian had one more request.

			‘Your diplomats had a means of communication with the Combined Command Authority. I’d like to use it to deliver a message.’

			The t’au acceded.

			Valian, Bronner and Jens rode back to the line. Above, there was the distant boom of a messenger drone punching past the sound barrier. 

			Valian had an hour or two to himself when he returned. It was not enough really to sleep, or wash – every second counted now. But it was enough to shave. He made a few fruitless attempts on his own.

			‘Jens.’ She was there. She had not left his side yet. ‘I’m afraid my hands are shaking too much for this. Could you try?’ The razor trembled in his grip. Jens took it gently. She held the cold steel to his face, then stopped.

			‘My apologies, sir. My hands are shaking too.’

			‘Hold on. Try now.’ Valian knew she did not like to touch hands, but she was content to rest her wrists against his for stability. Once they were arranged thus, there was no need to speak. Valian dwelled on the faces of the dead – those who were already gone, and those who would fall in the battle to come. Jens dwelled on Valian.
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			KATARIN

			 


			Katarin Ven Der Ganz was at prayer when the message arrived: eyes closed, legs crossed, palms upward, and a mind full of bloodshed. Katarin did not need to ‘believe’ in the Emperor as another might; every time she pulled the trigger on a bolt pistol and met the gaze of a dozen terrified, quivering, worshipful eyes, she saw Him in herself. Still, it was good to talk to Him every once in a while. 

			Her quarters were larger than any others within the Point of Absolute Failure. She had not needed to ask for them. They were also sparser. Where the other members of the Combined Command Authority had filled their meagre little offices with adjutants and cogitators and sycophants, Katarin had left her room largely bare, save for a large desk made of real wood, a modest, austere shrine to the Emperor, and one chair. She liked visitors to stand. She did not need adjutants or cogitators. She found she could think things through quite clearly without assistants or interruptions. She had been extremely clear on this to everyone she worked with, and so, when there was a knock at her door, she met it with a cool smile. It was either incredibly important, or somebody was about to die. These were both acceptable reasons for her to break off from her ordinary work. 

			She counted to ten, then spoke. ‘Enter.’ 

			It was a Tempestus Scion – one of the shock troops Katarin had brought to Rezlan VI as part of her personal retinue. Katarin’s process for choosing Scions was simpler than the one she used for choosing cadets. She simply indexed physical size against kill count, with a particular preference for any trooper with a fatality under their belt before graduation – ‘accidents’ during sporting games, rough initiations to martial societies and so on. This one was new to her retinue. He was huge, broad and had small, bright eyes. He looked the correct amount of afraid. That was good. Usually that took a lot of time. 

			‘Message for you, lord commissar.’

			‘When and who?’

			‘Just now. And… from the t’au, lord.’

			Katarin raised an eyebrow at that. ‘This is why we’re going to have to exterminate them all. They just talk, talk and talk. Give it here.’

			The Scion swallowed and handed Katarin a small silver cylinder, engraved with a relief of an aquila.

			‘You appear to have become confused. This is an Imperial message cylinder.’

			‘Yes, liege. It was tied to a drone.’

			Very carefully, as if extracting some small, delicate organ from a patient, Katarin opened the cylinder. Inside was a piece of rough parchment. On the parchment was the following message.

			FAO COMBINED COMMAND AUTHORITY, LORD COMMISSAR KATARIN VEN DER GANZ AND EVACUATING FORCES AT IMPERIAL POINT OF ABSOLUTE FAILURE

			DEATH KORPS 472ND SIEGE RECOVERED IN ENTIRETY. T’AU SURRENDER NEGOTIATED FOLLOWING MILITARY ACTION. RETURNING BACK TO POINT OF ABSOLUTE FAILURE WITH DEATH KORPS 472ND PLUS ASSORTED MISC. FORCES (RELIEVED FROM BLOCKING DUTY DUE TO NEW MISSION PARAMETERS).

			SUGGESTION OF UNAUTHORISED COOPERATION NOTED – PLEASE ADVISE AS TO YOUR ROLE UPON OUR ARRIVAL.

			– ACTING LORD COMMISSAR VALIAN HESH

			Katarin read the message several times. Katarin had long overcome emotions like fear and anger. She did not feel. She acted.

			‘Who else has seen this message?’

			‘Martell and Dvorak. They’ve been anxious about the operation. They’ve summoned the Combined Command Authority for a meeting to determine our next steps.’

			‘Have they told any of the others?’

			‘Not yet, liege. Do you want them dealt with?’

			‘Not now. It’ll cause a panic. Let them assemble the Combined Command Authority in one place first.’ 

			‘Very good, liege. And after that?’

			‘I’m going to need to give the chain of command a good yank. Let’s shorten the leash. Kill Martell, imprison Dvorak. Kill Czerny, Makembe, Campbell, Leontine and Seram. Inform Beaumont, Havell and Elys that they’re promoted.’

			‘To what ranks, liege?’

			‘Their choice. They’re not going to make it through this alive. I want you to take Sanna and imprison her. We’ll hang her publicly. Return Tomaz and Rajan to their regiments. They’re too good to waste. For now. I’m sure they’ll be grateful. How’s the evacuation of the assets from the Savlar?’

			‘Almost complete, liege. We’re having trouble getting vessels through. The Navy are claiming it’s too much of a risk.’

			‘Good enough. Send everyone that isn’t healthy enough to fight to the red zone. “Supply run” or something similarly drab. Use your imagination. Not too hard, you’ll hurt yourself.’

			‘Liege?’

			‘Interesting days ahead. I don’t need amateurs running around and spoiling things.’ 

			‘Shall we inform the Navy?’

			‘No. Maintain normality across the Point. If they get the impression something has gone wrong, they’ll seize control. The last thing we need is magnetic boots trampling on everything we’ve accomplished here. Up the scouting parties keeping an eye on the south, and keep me informed. Understood?’

			‘Yes, liege.’

			‘Have the rest of the Scions gather for a command council when you’re done. You have an hour. Dismissed.’

			The Scion saluted, shouldered his lasgun and got to work. Katarin remained seated. After a time, she pulled a bolt round from her pocket and turned it over in her hands. There was an unusual expression on her face. Valian was the only person on this planet who would have recognised it. A smile. 

			‘Come on then, Hesh. Let’s see if you remember.’
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			CHAPTER 34

			 


			It was the mirror of the Combined Command Authority at the Point of Absolute Failure. They met in the long-empty magazine of the flak tower, where the various sergeants and chieftains of the remnant forces and the Death Korps commanders could gather in one place. There were no salutes or slapped backs, but there was an odd camaraderie between the Death Korps and the soldiers they had driven to the precipice of death. It was a well-observed phenomenon among the commissars of the Death Korps: war, eventually, made a Korpsman of any soldier. 

			Nehemiah took his place among the Accario Electric Rifles, who regarded him with both fear and veneration. The psyker looked exhausted, both by the effort of the battle and for the strange mix of reactions he induced in his peers. Lance and Ashe mingled with the remnants. A few bore bandaged limbs that belied the medic’s careful work. Jens stayed with Valian.

			When Bronner entered the briefing, Valian expected the old Korpsman to begin immediately; Krieg rarely wasted time. But he inspected the ranks, and shook the hands of each and every remnant commander. Valian saw the twitch in his temple when he clasped hands with another. It was a tic the colonel shared with Jens. 

			‘Bronner, how many Death Riders can you muster?’ Valian asked.

			The colonel took a moment to calculate. ‘Around ten thousand.’

			‘Good. What’s your count for additional steeds? Spares, those used for artillery hauling, those whose riders have been slain, and so on.’ 

			Bronner paused. ‘We could muster a further four thousand.’

			‘I want you to make them ready as cavalry. I want every Korpsman who knows even the rudiments of riding up on a steed in the next two hours. Ashe, I want you to go among the remnants. If any of them are ex-cavalry, I want them inducted. Bronner, you’re to provide them with Krieg uniform and equipment.’

			Bronner was dubious. There were murmurings from his staff. One stepped forwards. In any other context, in any other regiment, he would have seemed somewhat foppish – Krieg cavalry uniforms were unusually elaborate for the regiment’s otherwise austere style. And yet, there was something about the way this Korpsman carried himself that meant his high boots and short red cape seemed less like vanities and more like the plumage of some lethal predator from the deep oceans of some forgotten world. Bronner introduced the figure. 

			‘This is 094-231-62781-54 Cernau. My master of cavalry.’ 

			The figure bowed low. ‘If you wish to command us to die, I will not hesi­tate in following your orders,’ he said.

			Valian waved a hand to the cavalry officer. ‘Please speak freely.’

			Cernau nodded. ‘Very well. I believe your orders will get us all killed. As you are aware, the Death Riders are a highly specialised formation. It takes a long time to train a rider, and cohesion is absolutely essential on the battlefield. I do not say this from pride or arrogance, but as a matter of fact. You are proposing diluting perhaps the only fully functional part of your standing force with irregulars and amateurs.’ 

			Valian turned to the command council. ‘I want to be absolutely clear. We do not, at present, possess a force capable of taking the Point of Absolute Failure in a conventional battle. Even with the radiation and dust storms, our infantry will not be able to assume position fast enough without being seen. We are vastly outnumbered. Our forces are designed for siege against an entrenched opponent. We could wait it out and force a massacre, but I am here to save lives, not take them. This is not a role the Death Korps of Krieg are well suited to.’

			The Korpsmen nodded. The command staff from the remnant forces wavered a little. Still, they held their tongues, for now. 

			‘I do not intend on fighting a conventional battle. Officer Cernau, what do you think causes the primary effectiveness of a cavalry charge?’

			Cernau paused. ‘Discipline.’

			Valian shook his head. ‘You are half right. The primary effect of a cavalry charge is panic. Our enemies outnumber us, but their morale is on the verge of breaking. Bronner, say you wanted to utterly destroy the Point of Absolute Failure. Imagine the Four Hundred and Seventy-Second is at full strength and you can bring all of your forces to bear against an unprepared foe. What would you do?’

			Bronner considered the question. ‘I’d open with a probing assault from the Death Riders to ascertain their positions and strength. Given the communications issues present, I’d sever their lines of command and enforce my own via mounted courier. Following that, I’d commence random bombardment of points along the enemy line, following up with cavalry charges on any affected points, pulling back from any enemy reinforcements. This would continue until I had optimal gunnery positions for the heavy ordnance, after which would follow a major bombardment on any key targets. Is time a factor in this engagement?’

			‘Assume it is.’

			‘Very well. With sustained bombardment not viable, I’d advance several assault columns under the cover of the guns. From there – a full-scale wave assault in the close confines of the Point. Expected surrender within two hours, expected cessation of hostilities within four. Have two-thirds of the Death Riders form a partial ring around the point, leaving a narrow corridor for escape for any hostile elements experiencing morale failure. The remaining third of the Death Riders would be in position at the mouth of the escape corridor in order to disable said hostile elements.’

			Valian nodded. ‘Exactly as Krieg doctrine commands. Exactly as the forces arrayed against us at the Point of Absolute Failure will be aware of. Every Guardsman on this planet has been told how we fight and what we do. We do not possess the forces to fight this battle, but we do possess the forces to fight its opening act. Faced with the prospect of this kind of war, I believe the forces at the Point will surrender – at least in sufficient number for us to apply overwhelming pressure to the holdouts. I want every soldier that can so much as recognise a Krieg steed on the back of one because it doesn’t matter how we fight. In a pure contest of arms, we are about to die. But faced with fourteen thousand Death Riders with their lances down, what would you do – hold, or flee?’ 

			The Death Korps were silent. Jens intervened.

			‘Apologies, sir. As Death Korps, they would hold.’ She turned to Bronner’s staff. ‘I have seen the forces present at the Point. They are likely to flee.’ 

			Valian pressed his advantage.

			‘Almost nobody at the Point of Absolute Failure knows our exact capabilities. But they do know who the Death Korps of Krieg are. They know you’re loyal, they know you’re ruthless, and they know you’d rather die than surrender. The Point of Absolute failure is bad ground defensively. The Imperial forces there will be strung out, and, without vox, badly organised. By moving in force’ – Valian traced the passage of the Death Riders in the air – ‘we’ll be able to isolate and force the surrender of any forces at the Point.’

			The Death Korps were unresponsive. Only Bronner moved, inclining his head a degree or so downwards in the ghost of a nod. The old Korpsman spoke.

			‘Naval forces. What is your plan?’

			‘We don’t believe the Navy were involved directly in the conspiracy on the ground. Katarin wouldn’t have risked it – she doesn’t have connections or influence there. If we could communicate with them, there’s a chance that we could convince them we’ve been betrayed, but the truth is that they’re not interested in the ground forces. They want to be done with this world as soon as they can. They’re interested in stability, not sides. With the vox down, there’s no way they can communicate with the landers on the surface. If we can get in fast, we’ll have the Point captured before they know we’re there.’

			Bronner considered Valian’s words. ‘And when they do know… What then?’

			Valian swallowed. ‘There’s an old surface-to-orbit cannon at the Point. It’ll give us some leverage. If we can take it.’ 

			There was a moment of silence in the room. There was a slim chance against the other exhausted forces of the Astra Militarum. There would be no chance against the guns of the Imperial Navy. Still, there was no choice. They would take the tower, or die. 

			Bronner gestured to Valian. If he himself was fazed, he did not show it. ‘The rest of the Death Korps. And the remaining forces below. How do you intend to make use of them?’

			Jens intervened. ‘This is a siege regiment. How are your mechanised elements?’

			‘We ditched most of the front-line fighting vehicles. Too slow and too thirsty. We’ve got a number of artillery tractors and support vehicles, as well as the big guns. Some motorised. A few mass conveyors survived the trip south. I doubt they’ll travel north well. Not enough for a meaningful assault.’

			Jens nodded. Valian could see her eyes flicking from side to side behind her mask-lenses as she calculated. 

			‘Ditch as much of the artillery here as you can, as well as the ammunition. Take the best of your remaining infantry. Any grenadiers, and any volunteers from the remnants. We’ll use the logistics vehicles to get them north.’

			There was a pause. Even here, even out of desperation, a colonel of the Death Korps and his artillery were not easily parted. Cernau’s shoulders stiffened, and Valian prepared for resistance. But the old Korpsman surprised him.

			‘Expedient. Armoured cavalry. In the traditional sense. Very good.’

			Bronner turned to Cernau, stony-faced. Valian had to extrapolate the colonel’s discontent from his tone. ‘We’re proposing leaving a significant amount of artillery behind. This is not how we do things on Krieg.’

			‘We only need the ordnance to threaten. It is not our intention, under this plan, to flatten the last space port on the planet. Correct?’

			Valian nodded. 

			Bronner made an odd snuffling sound. ‘Perhaps we should. That would be a victory.’ Valian realised that the old colonel had just laughed. There it was. Something like warmth between these two old terrors of the Death Korps, borne out of their presence at massacre after massacre. 

			‘Good,’ said Valian. ‘We’ll use grenadiers as the speartip in the second wave. But most of the fighting forces should be remnants.’

			Bronner raised a scarred mass that had once been an eyebrow. ‘The grenadiers are the best shock troops in the Militarum. This is a fact.’ 

			Here, Ashe intervened. Her voice creaked a little; she was in pain, but trying hard not to show it. ‘We don’t want a massacre. Just a surrender. Everyone here – everyone who’s not a Korpsman – has friends back at the Point. Regiments they’ve fought alongside. The forces there – they won’t want to fight them.’

			Bronner nodded. ‘Yes. We have observed this.’ 

			They gathered as a five – Valian, Jens, Lance, Ashe and Nehemiah – for one last time before they rode out. There was an oldness to all of them that had not been present before. They shuffled into the meeting chamber quietly and waited for each other to speak first. Even Nehemiah was quiet, robbed of his usual wit by exhaustion. His implants looked sore, and his eyes sat too deeply within his skull.

			Valian was aware that before, he had been a kind of curiosity to these people – a strange man from a strange world with strange customs. Now, he was a commissar like any other. He looked to Ashe. Before, she would have broken the ice, but she merely shook her head softly. There was no unkindness in her eyes. 

			Valian removed his cap and nodded to the group. ‘I’m glad to see you all well.’

			Lance had come through the battle intact, at least physically. Some of the brightness behind his eyes was gone, replaced with steel. ‘And you, sir.’ 

			Valian wanted to say that what he did was necessary. His subconscious had a strategy for each member of the group. To Ashe, he would describe an amputation, the removal of sick flesh to save a healthy body. He would indulge Nehemiah’s bitterness and pride, speaking of how well the Accario Electric Rifles had proved themselves – once their commanders were dead. Lance, he would shower with praise. Nothing ostentatious, but the kind of thing young men loved – a hand on the shoulder, a ‘Bloody good job, mate’, and intimations of future promotions. There was no need to convince Jens. 

			Valian did not justify himself. 

			‘I’m sorry. For what I did. For bringing us here. For–’ He had hoped that adrenaline would scour his memory. But it was easy to recall what he had done and who he had been on the battlefield. There was a moment of silence between the riders. 

			Ashe stepped forwards. ‘I know.’

			‘We were under attack. I had to do it. Or we would have all died.’

			‘I know.’

			‘Can you forgive me?’

			Lance and Nehemiah avoided Valian’s gaze. Ashe shook her head. Still, her voice was soft. ‘I can’t. But I can understand you. And that’ll be enough. We’ll see this through together.’

			She wore her gambeson open; it had been partly shredded by pulse fire. She wore bandages underneath. Valian was aware that beneath her padding and armour and medical gear, Ashe was very small and, he realised, much older than he had thought. She placed a hand on his forearm.

			‘I’m going in the second wave. Not much need for a medic in a cavalry charge – but you’ll want one after the first hour or two of fighting. And the remnants need medical care.’

			Nehemiah stepped forwards. ‘I’ll be going with the rest of the Rifles. They’re my regiment, despite everything. And my bones can’t take any more riding a Krieg steed. And… I think I’m afraid of you, Hesh.’

			Lance was next. Some of his shyness and stiffness were gone. His hands shook a little, and probably would for a long time, but his voice was steady. 

			‘I’m taking a small team out to find Tank Commander Bazan. He’s got some experienced crews. He’ll know people at the Point. If the battle drags on, the Combined Command Authority might try and ready some of the armour they’ve got packed down. A couple of tanks in the right place could make the difference.’ 

			Valian nodded. He understood. 

			‘Very well. Jens and I – we’ll meet you when it’s all over.’

			Ashe smiled sadly. ‘You will.’
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			CHAPTER 35

			 


			Riding south, Valian had stewed and picked and fretted. There was so much uncertainty, so many paths to pick, so many contingencies to plan for, so many deaths to avoid. Here, for a few days at least, the road forward was clean. Behind them was defeat. Ahead, silhouetted against the burning eye of the Caedes Omnis and the burning north, was the Point of Absolute Failure, and death. Valian had borne the anticipation of soldiers many times before, seconded to the doomed regiments sent to assist the Death Korps. Each had their own anxious rituals, from sombre rites of preparation to displays of raucous machismo. It always felt desperate and sad. In battle, it was easy to deny death, with your blood aflame with adrenaline and every second of life a treasure won through bloodshed. This far out, even the most battle-hungry warrior lacked the comfort of bloodlust; all you were left with were your thoughts. 

			At last, Valian faced fate with the Death Korps, not just as their representative. It was easy. The Death Riders had their mission and spoke only to confirm its parameters, or alert Valian to an obstacle ahead, or – very, very occasionally – to question him about his ride south. They focused on minutiae; they waved away stories of battle and horror to ask about Alice or the loadouts of Bazan’s doomed Russes, and made Valian draw battle maps in the dust with sticks, retreating without comment when mollified. Whenever he spoke about how he felt, they responded with polite confusion. 

			As Death Riders, they had the intuition to leave Valian a moment before pressing him again on the ammunition expenditures, or why he had chosen one spot or another to launch a charge, or so on. It had the shape of admiration, but none of the content. The closest it ever came was when Valian was describing his duel with the Hammerheads. His audience – four Ridemasters, each responsible for a squad of Death Riders of their own – waited in silence as he described the tense opening stages of the battle, the desperate run across broken ground, the various tiny moments of heroism that had built a final victory. Their only reaction came when Valian described the levade at the end of his long, decisive sprint – a polite cough, and a statement. 

			‘That’s a difficult manoeuvre. Given the speed you were moving at. A lot of pressure on the hindlegs.’

			‘It’s about the timing. And Alice, my steed, there are coils of extra cartilage in her fetlocks and gaskins to take sudden shock.’ 

			The Ridemasters conferred briefly, then nodded. They seemed to be waiting for something. 

			Jens understood. 

			‘Perhaps, sir, you’d be willing to demonstrate a capriole.’

			Valian complied. It took him a moment to warm Alice up, returning her to the parade ground with clicks of his tongue and taps to her flanks. It made time for a small crowd to gather. She performed beautifully, leaping a small distance into the air, then kicking out her back legs. Valian let the movement of her body flow through his, floating out of the saddle for a moment, returning with her descent. The Death Korps did not applaud, but they left a small space where applause may have fitted, and Valian supposed that was good enough. 

			The thunder of their passage drowned out all sound. All Valian could see to his fore and to his flanks were Death Riders, magnificent and terrible. The north glowered; the sky was black and unchanging. Jens was quiet – doubtless thinking of stratagems, artillery and counter-attacks. She was a good officer. She kept her eyes on the horizon.
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			THE MAKING OF 
082-777-39291-97-JENS

			 


			Nothing is born on Krieg. Not as understood in the rest of the Imperium. But things are still made there, in their billions. Something is made, and it survives, a little by tenacity, a little by genetic engineering, a little by luck. It is wretched but it is strong, and so, it is assigned a lasgun, then a name. It is instructed how to use both by hypno-indoctrination. 

			082-777-39291-97-Jens stretches tunnel-cramped muscles into a salute before a great aquila, vomits amniotic fluid, opens her lungs with a cry to the Emperor. From there, training. Her name is only called to condemn failure: ‘Again, Trooper 082-777-39291-97!’ Tunnel drill first, while the recruits are small. The Autocracy of Krieg – a jolt of pain – built several million miles of subterranean passageways beneath the planet. These were then extended during the postwar period. Many are still being mapped. 

			A combat servitor, behind a panel. Its face has long rotted away, but its weapons still work. It takes the recruit ahead of Jens. The second lets themself be mauled long enough for Jens to get a bayonet blade into the servitor’s ribs. ‘Organic heart – luck is an insufficient substitute for skill, 082-777-39291-97. Engage the weapon-mount directly next time.’ 

			When her body is exhausted they get to work on her mind in hypno. A military career, delivered directly into the optic nerve. Some time is left for sleep. The quarters are cramped, but they manage to leave space between each other nonetheless. There is a little more space every time she collapses. Only the very best may die for Krieg; the rest die for nothing at all. Aptitudes are tested. Success is rewarded with suffering, and so now, as Trooper 082-777-39291-97-Jens performs three-point killing strikes against combat servitors, she must call out artillery coordinates as she does so: ‘Again, Trooper 082-777-39291-97, now assuming a ten-mile-per-hour headwind!’ 

			Pain no longer serves as a motivator. Training. Hypno. Sleep. This repeats for an eternity. At some point, the recruits shift to surface drills. It all feels the same beneath the mask – the battlefield is a tunnel before your lenses. Nothing else matters. Except–

			One night. A tap at her shoulder. There’s a bayonet blade at her neck. It’s not a threat. The other Korpsman just doesn’t want to touch her. But he does want to wake her.

			‘Come and see.’

			‘No. Training.’

			Another tap. ‘Come and see.’

			Properly condemning a lapse in a fellow soldier’s discipline requires investigation into the full depth of that lapse, in order to produce a proper report, discover co-conspirators, and thus tear out perfidy at the roots. 

			Or so the manuals have it. Jens is curious, too. 

			An endless squirming through tunnels with training-care. The dangers here are not contrived by instructors; the old malevolences of the Autocracy War still stalk these halls. In the busier sectors, they find invisibility in confidence. Krieg does not sleep. There is nothing unusual about two recruits in the deep warrens. In the quieter sectors, they tread like mourners, not wanting to disturb the sleep of anti-personnel mines, point-defence systems, unexploded shells. 

			She knows they’re in the right place. He doesn’t need to say anything. They’re in an access passage. Before her, the space is huge, at least for one raised underground. Grand beams of wrought metal bring to mind strange terms learned in hypno: transept, apse, narthex, nave. It’s a rail tunnel – one of the great veins through which vital supplies are still pumped through the corpse of Krieg. The rails at the tunnel’s peak thrum with power; its base is lined with waste dragged through by the train’s mighty passage. The walls are bare rockcrete. Almost. The dim emergency lumens hint at scarring on the surface, great undulating waves. Pressure fractures, perhaps. 

			The recruit puts a finger to his mask and signals for silence. The force of the train’s passing shakes Jens to her teeth. It’s like artillery drill. She holds her nerve. Pressure tightens her fatigues against her body, deafens her, presses her flat against the rockcrete of the access passage. Her eyes are locked on it – all perfect, indefatigable purpose, endlessly pushing forward, unburdened with weakness or doubt. The other recruit, though, his eyes are down. He signals again. Look. 

			Beneath the train, there are hundreds of bodies moving. Some are clad in scraps of battle dress and marred with chem-injector points. Others must have been born here, small but strong. It feels wrong to call them steeds – nobody will ride them – but Jens has no other point of reference. The lumens of the supply train paint huge shadows on the walls, making the marks there – not pressure fractures, but carvings of huge steeds, realised in vast, confident lines – dance alongside their kin. 

			When it’s over, the other recruit is gone. Jens makes her way back alone, and manages ten minutes with her eyes closed before training resumes. Equations jumble in her mind against the sound of hundreds of claws pounding through the darkness. She misses a place in the artillery korps by a single incorrect answer. The front lines call. 

			Jens is assigned her squad. There are no initiation rituals, only an empty bunk on the bulk hauler and a silent inspection from the company commander. During transit, when they are curfewed in quarters, she traces animal forms against the bulkheads, as, in the bunk above her, the sergeant quietly scrapes crude pictograms into a thigh bone. They acknowledge each other only in feigned ignorance. The myth that Korpsmen are hollow inside suits nobody more than the Korpsmen themselves. 

			Jens is placed in the second line alongside other recruits – Whiteshields from Cadia, unblooded Athonians, and countless other levies made alike by hazard gear and alien dust. It’s all but impossible to pick out the Korpsmen – and then the artillery hits, and as their fellow soldiers flee, the advancing Death Korps jut from the line of battle like a broken bone through flesh. There’s no honour or glory in their charge. Emotion has been severed roughly from the Death Korps; with prosthetic bravery, they move forwards. Wormlike, heavy bodies trudge through the mud. For Jens, time is measured by the Lucius-pattern lasgun. Inhale. Trigger. Charge. Release. Fire. Exhale. Dim shapes in the distance jerk and twist in the las light. 

			The air is full of flash-smoke now, and Jens is underground again, cave walls of fog floating around her, her vision carving a narrow tunnel in the mist. Forwards, forwards, forwards. Somewhere ahead, a standard flutters like a shroud. A burst of fire; the standard begins to drop. Jens does not sprint, but she quickens her march by a step or two. There’s a body fumbling at the base of the standard. She moves it out of the way firmly and catches the flag before it falls. 

			There’s something ahead. Looking at it makes her head buzz. Briefings for this campaign have been full of euphemisms and innuendo. They pale before the thing ahead of her. It is not a Space Marine. 

			Not any more.

			Jens levels the standard like a lance and charges. The thing that is not a Space Marine keeps walking forwards. It lets Jens’ blow skitter off its chestplate – it’s like charging into a rockcrete wall. She’s winded by her own momentum and knocked flat on her back. The thing kneels, reaches down as if to help her up, takes her hand, then braces another against her chest. Arm is loosed from shoulder too fast to hurt; phantom fingers, unable to keep up, reach for a combat blade. Her lungs are flat. ‘Artillery drill, Trooper 082-777-39291-97 – don’t pant like a dog, or you’ll send your body into shock. Think about what you need. Don’t try to get up. Go still as a corpse. Life is the Emperor’s currency. Spend it well.’ 

			It’s pressing on her hard, now. She can feel her ribs beginning to splinter, the sharp edges of her respirator guard digging into her flesh. It wants a reaction. She keeps still. It’s just pain. With her free hand, she reaches – slowly, carefully, not betraying any movement – for something. She finds it. She brings the flare gun up with almost superhuman speed. She’s too slow. The massive thing tilts its head just so, dodging the burning star of the flare by a fraction of an inch. The thing pauses, then barks a word with contempt. ‘Krieg.’ 

			There are more dark shapes coming, shambling through the fog. Jens does not look at them. She looks at the flare, painting the gun smoke red in the air above, climbing, climbing– 

			She calculates the distance. The guns are not far behind the line. There is a headwind, but it’s light. Her ribs give way. She can hear something rushing through the air, something like a thousand taloned feet on the dirt of a railway tunnel, deep beneath the earth on Krieg, surging beneath a supply train, getting closer, and closer–

			There are people hurting her and touching her and talking over her. ‘She’s a fighter. Get me a shot of ’slaught.’ A lance of fire in her chest. It hurts it hurts it hurts it hurts. Arms go up to push away. One is gone, the other flails against restraints. ‘Easy now!’ There’s a tube in her throat and her mask is off and the light is in her eyes and everyone is looking at her. This is merciless. She wants to scream for the quartermaster, to be dismantled with dignity before turning into a number on a list, a number that cannot suffer and cannot feel pain and cannot truly die. 

			Convalescence is short in the Astra Militarum. Jens grits her teeth through every moment. She is not visited, and refuses even the strained camaraderie of the medics. 

			The quartermaster arrives. She does not bring mercy. She is accompanied by a commissar. 

			‘Name, number, rank.’ The quartermaster is cold and businesslike, and, after weeks of agonising comfort, this is a relief. Jens gives her what she wants. The quartermaster clicks under her tongue, and a servitor scratches its quill against parchment. Nobody except another Korpsman could recognise the disappointment in her voice.

			‘What will need to be replaced?’

			‘Lasgun. Flare gun and three flares. Respirator set. One battle standard. My arm.’

			The quartermaster nods. The commissar looks apologetic. He has his respirator off – an older man. Koblenz. 

			‘We promoted you. Posthumously. That’ll have to stick, I’m afraid.’

			Jens manages two words. ‘Grenadiers. Please.’

			The Korpsman’s Korpsmen. Two in ten survive. Jens hopes to be one of the fortunate eight. 

			Koblenz shakes his head. ‘Cavalry. There are reports. Initiative. Valour. It’s improved our stock somewhat with the other regiments here.’

			Jens turns away. The quartermaster reaches out and touches Jens’ back.

			‘Get up. You still have to serve.’

			Jens is, at least, spared the mortifying ordeal of heroism. There are no official commendations on Krieg, no rituals of reward, private or otherwise. She returns home aboard a supply ship alongside a small complement of Death Korps staff officers, a few survivors ready for promotion and reassignment, and several hundred thousand neatly folded uniforms that once contained Korpsmen. 

			The cavalry school has several very old positions designed, in antiquity, for retired and honoured officers. There are none who are retired and almost none who are honoured on Krieg, so Jens has her pick of them. She opts for Master of Stables. Every week, the magos biologis parades a steed before her, and she checks its claws, its teeth, its bristly stub of a mane, to ensure the stock is being correctly looked after. She rides a little – she watches the cadets during the day, then mirrors their drills at night. Atop a steed, a body has no need to be fast, or strong, or whole. It just needs to be light, and stay balanced. She reads a great deal, too. In theory, Krieg is subject to the same ruthless controls on information as the rest of the Imperium. In practice, nobody thinks to refuse Jens when she requests a particular file. She does not even need to lie. Nobody thinks much of a hobbling Korpsman with a sheaf of papers under her arms. She fights campaigns in her head, placing the Death Korps on Macragge, Armageddon, Baal. There is almost enough comfort in it to stay alive. 

			The commissar brings some variety to the drudgery. Like all commissars, he is a baffling creature – clumsy, filled with pomp, never quite sure how to address a Korpsman. He takes Object 94 as his steed, bringing further disturbance to Jens. Now, previously honorific inspections of the stables mean listening to complaints from the magos about the logistical footprint of Object 94: how it needs a special stasis tank, how it represents a ‘closed and brutish’ line of engineering, and so on. Still, something happens between the stumbling commissar and his vast, savage steed on the parade ground. They move neatly and precisely. There is no flourish to it, just execution. Jens thinks of this when the commissar speaks to her, picturing his clean, decisive manoeuvres as he battles through sentences. After a time, Jens realises that the commissar wants to talk no more than a Korpsman does. This endears her to him. When he asks her to become his adjutant, she is grateful for more than just the rebuilding of her body. 

			On the first night aboard ship – the first of many on the long voyage to Rezlan VI – he shows her to quarters. The space is vast; there is a desk, a cot, space for files, water, a cogitator. He introduces her to it with customary awkwardness. Jens is not entirely sure what he wants, and when he leaves, she checks over the cogitator, neatens the sheets in the cot, and prepares a recaff. When the commissar returns, he seems confused. 

			‘No, Jens. These are your quarters. Mine are next door.’

			‘I see, sir.’

			‘I can’t sleep around others. Not easily anyway.’

			‘Very good, sir.’

			He stands around for a time saying ‘right’ with his hands in his pockets in the manner of one who is used to being formally dismissed. Jens salutes as if relieved, and he feels comfortable leaving. She does not sleep in the bed. She reads.

			Jens’ second war is unlike her first. It is fought in strategiums and command tents and over dinner tables. Valian wheedles and lies and spins stories about the Death Korps. His clumsiness disappears here. He becomes a mirror, creating whatever version of the Death Korps suits his audience best. He teaches her his craft, sometimes through explanation, sometimes through example. On occasion he talks about his own teacher. He is quiet when he does this, as if afraid of being heard.

			Everywhere they go, Jens is looked at and talked around. She tries to make herself very still, and controls every movement. This too, somehow, is worthy of notice. There is a vague sense that to have been born a Korpsman is a grave misfortune. She prefers those who are afraid to those who treat her with pity. 

			Still, it seems to help. There are many kinds of sacrifice. 

			The war grinds on. She ascertains, from reports of materiel and munitions, that the Imperium is winning. There is vague talk about commendations, promotions, glories. Jens has seen no glory, and nothing worthy of commendation. She considers again asking for a posting to the grenadiers.

			She is one of the first to see the Caedes Omnis break the cloud barrier on its descent to the surface of Rezlan VI. She comprehends it with a kind of relief. When the blast wave hits – when millions of soldiers lie cowed in the ash, where every living thing must wear a mask or die, where the click of the radiation counter is often the only herald of death – she feels very lucky to have been born a Korpsman.
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			CHAPTER 36

			 


			When Valian had first beheld the Point of Absolute Failure, it had still possessed something vital – a dying beast, but a lively one. Where it had bellowed with the sound of landers, crews, bulk haulers and restive soldiers, now it murmured. The climate on Rezlan VI was shifting. The fires in the north were still burning, winking on the horizon, but there was a lot of ash in the upper atmosphere now, blocking out the sun. It was cold, and the wind was rising. The scouts reported seeing landers breaching atmosphere, wavering, then returning to orbit, unwilling to attempt a hard-launch under such conditions. Every few hours brought a storm of choking, gritty dust. It ate through mask-filters and clung to the steeds, making even Alice irritable and restless. But it was good cover: the Death Riders approached the Point of Absolute Failure without engagement. 

			Still, they were blind as well as invisible. It was impossible to tell how far behind the reinforcements were. Too late to check. Scouts were sent to the backlines, but largely as a matter of formality. They would arrive, or they would not. 

			Cernau took operational command. The old master of cavalry was fastidious even for a Korpsman. In his presence, his comrades somehow found extra reserves of stillness and stiffness with which to stand. There was no command station or fallback position. Every single Death Rider would commit to the assault in some way or another. The Point of Absolute Failure presented a wide front to the south, broken only loosely by fortifications and guideposts. It was porous, designed to absorb rather than deflect. In the case of an attack by the t’au, sacrificial initial waves of troops would keep any armoured infantry in place, forcing them into bloody melee. Valian had crouched in the dust in the forward hides and squinted through the ash storms at the outer lines of defenders. There were still huge, snaking lines of troopers encamped outside the point, each awaiting evacuation. They would be an unknown factor. Their ultimate usefulness would come down to whom they were more afraid of – the Death Korps, or their masters in the Combined Command Authority. Still, even committed to the assault alongside the Death Riders, they would be a liability; it was easy for the Death Korps to identify each other, but the other remnant forces all looked alike in raggedness. 

			Forces more loyal or favoured by the Combined Command Authority would be found closer to the centre of the Point. Some may have been fortunate enough to be stationed in barracks or at more permanent defensive emplacements, or even the squat supply buildings that supported the space port. The hardiest troops would be found in the central administrative building – the lifewards of the various petty officers of the Combined Command Authority – and the orbital cannon. Both presented significant obstacles to the Death Korps. 

			Bronner surveyed the maps. ‘We’ll surround them. Once we’re secure here, we’ll shake them out. Incendiaries. Or gas.’

			Valian shook his head. ‘We need the gun early. It’s our only leverage over the Naval forces. Once we have it, we can guarantee their cooperation.’

			‘Very well. I’ll take it,’ Bronner said. Valian made to protest, but the colonel extended a hand. ‘I’ve been fighting a long time. For a Korpsman. Whatever the outcome of this, there’ll be a purge of our command ranks. Just good hygiene. Easier if I’m not around for it.’

			Valian considered stopping Bronner, but he was right. Clearing the tower would need experienced, well-commanded troops, many of whom would die. And if the colonel was dead, things would be much easier in the investigations to follow. Valian turned back to the charts.

			‘Communications. What do they have?’

			Jens cast her eye over the battlefield. ‘They’ve rigged the nuncio systems at the space port to the central command station. It’s not military grade – they can’t communicate on a squad-to-squad level – but they’re able to relay high-level commands to different sectors through the public address system.’

			Cernau made a slashing motion with his palm. ‘We’ll cut the hardlines as we go. One squad per company can ride ahead, sever the communications.’

			Valian was set to agree, but Jens shook her head. ‘No. We leave them up.’

			In any other command post, disagreement with a senior officer would be met with bluster and recriminations. Cernau merely turned to Jens, arms folded behind his back, and inclined his head forward: Go on. Jens continued.

			‘We’re making an assault all along their front. We’re able to react faster than they are, even with communications. If they decide to concentrate their defences in one location, we’ll find another. Death Riders are trained for it. But for the defenders, the communications network is going to make things worse.’

			‘How?’ Cernau’s tone was neutral, but there was curiosity there.

			‘Because they’ll know we’re coming.’

			There was more to discuss – rules of engagement, plans if the defenders leveraged armour or reinforcements or psykers, what to do if the remaining forces arrived early, or late. There were no contingencies, no plans for final throws of the dice or defiant last charges. This was the last charge. It would succeed, or it would not. 

			Fourteen thousand riders. An entire cavalry division of the Death Korps of Krieg. A single chance at victory. Above, the dark clouds of the sky were moving. They took their positions under the cover of thunder.
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			CHAPTER 37

			 


			There was one final piece of protocol to follow. Perhaps another regiment would have drawn lots; here, amid the Death Riders, it was awarded as an honour. His number was whispered throughout the ranks. He was registered as killed in action on the spot. He handed his lance, sabre and pistol to the quartermaster without ceremony or fuss. Nobody saluted him or cheered him. Every single Kriegsman present would have done the same.

			Valian had dictated the memorandum; an auto-scribe had made his words final and lethal in neat, black type. They were tucked into a silver cylinder, which in turn was placed in the dead man’s greatcoat pocket. The note did not beg or threaten or posture. It discussed the numbers of the Death Riders in wholly factual terms. The truth was merely bent, rather than broken, and so understated as to almost lose all quality as a threat. It asked for surrender rather than commanding it, and under favourable terms. If the Combined Command Authority and Katarin agreed to abandon the remainder of the Imperial armour on the planet and dedicate the remaining evacuation space to conventional troops, they would be discharged and court-martialled, with – it was heavily implied – plenty of time to slip between the cogs of the Imperial bureaucracy and into comfortable retirement. 

			Perhaps it would have been wiser to launch a surprise attack. Already, as the Death Rider approached the lines at the Point of Absolute Failure, alarms were being raised and positions taken. But this was not a battle of grand strategy and second lines and supporting troops. Fear and anticipation would be the Death Korps’ artillery here. 

			There was another element to it, as well. Katarin had already been warned. She had known the Death Korps were coming. No doubt the forces at the Point had been warned about a ragged group of renegades. Each soldier under Katarin’s command had a Korpsman in their head – a ragged, broken marauder, clawing through the mud, only capable of killing. And yet, the doomed rider had a certain kind of dignity to him. He cantered across the flat. His breastplate gleamed, his battle dress was well turned-out. Valian surveyed the long lines of evacuees through his magnoculars. There was fear, but also confusion, and even a little camaraderie. Some of the haggard soldiers in the line even waved. The rider faded into the Point. The soldiers in the lines turned their eyes to the storm-racked hills. Very soon, Valian would be in the midst of these troopers, cutting and trampling and screaming for them to surrender. 

			Valian knew the rider was dead when the klaxons sounded. Katarin had given her answer; the Korpsman had been propped up in his saddle. His head was gone. His steed carried him back to the Krieg lines. 

			‘One steed. Good state. Standard battle dress. Send it to the second line.’ The quartermaster sounded neither pleased nor displeased. There was a note in the corpse’s pocket addressed to Valian. It read:

			Combined Command Authority dissolved. Most of them dead. You will be too. 

			– K

			Valian considered the attack. He had assumed a command structure strained by an overabundance of officers. But if the Combined Command Authority was gone, Katarin was in sole command. Bronner caught Valian’s bearing.

			‘Is it significant?’

			It was too late to withdraw now. Valian shook his head. Bronner brought up a fist and signalled the artillery.

			They had been able to haul a small clutch of mortars into position with the Death Riders. Not enough to make a serious impact. The remaining heavy ordnance lay in the hands of the second wave, still marching north. Even sparser was the ammunition: only a volley or two’s worth. Still, cavalries are defined by their traditions, even those mustered on Krieg. And on Krieg, the first call to charge of a battle is always given by the artillery. It had been Jens’ idea to load them with flares. The Death Riders took position on the high ridges above the Point of Absolute Failure, painted against the horizon by the burning stars of illum shells. 

			Cernau took the lead, starting the riders in a canter. Below, in the fog, tens of thousands of faces stared upwards in hope and terror. The riders started as a single, vast group, then broke into sections, companies and squads. The first flares were falling now, turning the Death Riders into shadows. The flares fizzled and died. Valian signalled his section – Come around! – as Jens, Cernau and every other Ridemaster did the same. An old trick, but a good one. The Death Riders were vast in number, but on the scale of an Imperial army, they were a mere scouting party. Steel for steel, life for life, they could not press this assault. But the defenders at the Point of Absolute Failure did not know that. As the Death Riders turned and wheeled, they cast up vast clouds of dust; the illum flares painted their shadows on the billowing clouds and made them seem twice their size and twice their number. They were close enough to the lines now that Valian could make out faces. 

			Katarin’s voice crackled through the laud-hailers, strident even over the wind and the thunder of thousands of talons against the dirt: ‘Mere humans like you, less than, even – traitors steeped on shame and indignity–’

			Valian winced. He could see, in the distance, the enemy line was hardening. 

			‘Lesser, even, than penal soldiers, robbed even of their desire to live. Do you want to live?’

			Valian tried to find the words, but what speech could he give? What did the Death Korps know of glory? Next to him, Jens shouldered her lance and raised a hand. The charge continued. Too late to turn back now. What was she doing?

			‘A mask is worn in shame, troopers! See how they hide, even now, in their perfidy! Nothing lies beyond that mask that you have to fear. Nothing lies behind that you have not seen before. Your foe will not look you in the eye, such is their terror!’ 

			Jens opened her fist and swirled her hand in the air, before bringing it down sharply. It was a signal Valian had seen in manuals, but never witnessed himself – not in person, not in picts. It meant, All clear. Remove protective equipment and continue operations. 

			Jens had her mask off first, and then the rider next to her, and soon Valian was fumbling with the catches on his mask too. Across the line, a single swift motion, as clean and well drilled as pulling a sabre, or mounting a new head on a lance. These were cavalry officers, offered a little more food, pulled from those who weathered the unlovely caress of the vitae wombs better than the infantry. In other regiments, perhaps these would be the square-shouldered, and the dashing, and the handsome. This was not another regiment. These were the Death Riders. Each was scarred and deformed in their own way, torn apart by war and radiation and crude genetics into golems of war, each servitor-pallid. Some had tufts of hair, most had teeth, all had wounds, blisters, scabs, broken veins. Amid the wreckage of each face burned sharp, intelligent eyes. Human eyes. 

			Valian almost forgot himself, and gave the call to arms. Even with his lungs half-ruined by the filthy air, his voice was strong and clear.

			‘First rank, mount lances! Second rank, present sabres!’ 

			The Death Riders drew up their weapons. 

			Valian made to speak, to shout, to holler some Schola-approved battle cry and rally warriors who were already resigned to and eager for their own deaths. A hollow call to the Emperor. Glory to the first man to die! A mirror to whatever Katarin was feeding her warriors over the howling vox. He had no words for this moment. Neither did Jens. She had no need for them. 

			It started as a whispering sound, a lowing that could have been the wind over high spires or an artillery shell falling in the distance. The threnody began with Jens and spread down the line, every rider opening their mouth as if to scream. It was not a scream, or a battle cry, or a cheer. The sound came from human throats but spoke to no human feeling. There was no anger or hatred in it, or fear, or bravado – just a huge wall of throat-noise that grew louder every second. 

			They were even closer to the first line of defenders now. Their lines were loosening already. Officers. They were unused to standing at the front. 

			‘Sabres, energise!’

			The threnody of the Death Riders was joined by the crackle of a thousand power fields, each casting a dim blue crescent in the fog. 

			Imperial anti-cavalry drill was to hold fire until the last possible moment, and to aim for the rider, not the mount. Terror made the soldiers break with doctrine, to their doom. They fired at will, uselessly, into the vast and muscular Krieg steeds. Valian felt Alice tense with every shot, not in pain but in anticipation. Slowly, inexorably, she gained speed. The howling of the riders was deafening. It drowned out the orders on the nuncio systems; the thunder­ing of talons only served to give it rhythm. 

			The charge connected. The first line broke without incident. The barritus of the Death Korps was silenced by the crack of hundreds of hunting lances detonating. Those riders in the first line pulled back to re-prime their lances as Valian and the sabreurs charged into the bloody gaps their comrades had carved for them. 

			The great, unruly defensive lines were beginning to waver. The Death Riders had pierced them deeply; the soldiers within them were only dimly aware of their mission. They had been given invective and little more. Some were already running. Valian hauled on the reins, bringing Alice’s huge head out of the gore of the front line and turning her back. He signalled to Jens – Push on! – and turned his attentions to the soldiers behind. His cohort followed, their steeds falling into stride with Alice. 

			Valian had, by warning Katarin of his coming, hoped to goad her into bringing such troops into the heart of the Point of Absolute Failure as defenders. She had left them out here to die. It was a grim but effective calculus. While they would be of little use in a true battle, they would blunt the impact of the Death Riders’ charge should they provide any meaningful resistance. Even if they could be turned or forced to surrender, these soldiers were sick, exhausted and mutinous with hunger. 

			Katarin had not risen to Valian’s challenge. In clearing the first line of defence, he had opened a dangerous and unstable front at the back of his forces. Forcibly neutralising them would break the momentum of the Death Riders, and Valian was not ready to preside over a massacre. All he needed to do was hold them in place until the reinforcements arrived. But until then, he would need luck. 

			He rode along a column of soldiers; they threw their hands up or even saluted, but they kept their weapons slung about their torsos or clenched in their fists. Valian signalled to his unit. Split into pairs. Guard here. 

			The Death Riders understood. Keeping their lances high, they rode among the troops. The Krieg steeds possessed a subduing effect that no threats could match. The raw adrenal smell of their hot, overworked bodies brought to mind a pre-human existence, of small furry things hiding in dark places from the great beasts that prowled above. And yet, at the hands of the Death Riders, they moved precisely and neatly, and stayed still when commanded. One by one, the outer lines fell still as the Death Riders went among them. 

			Valian signalled, Arms down. The Death Riders and the soldiers in their charge both complied. For now. A string of detonations at the second line; there was a charge he needed to join. He was away and galloping in a breath. 

			He surveyed the line. It should have felt like chaos, but here, on horseback, he was on the parade ground again. Shapes in greatcoats atop monsters resolved into names and formations. There was Jens with a trio of squads, lancing deep into an entrenched line, leaping over the defenders just high enough for the heels of their steeds to hammer flat any heads not pressed to the dirt. There was Cernau, left hand dancing with combat-sign, his right on the reins, battle couriers carrying orders to the furthest reaches of his army. There was Bronner, riding stiffly but well with an honour guard of lancers, deep into the Point of Absolute Failure, towards the grand gun at its heart, the final leverage of the ground troops against their comrades in space. 

			Valian let Alice guide him as she instinctually followed the vibrations of hundreds of talons striking the earth. It was a good start. The Death Riders were falling into a rhythm, the drumbeat that had sounded at a thousand defeats. But there, the Death Korps had artillery and infantry to follow up. All they had here was speed and force. Valian kept low, ducking las fire and wincing as shots peeled off his refractor field. There were soldiers around him and then beneath him; it was like passing through mist. Occasionally, he and the riders would signal, their squadron moving with terrible synchronicity: Flank speed. Target identified. Target eliminated. Prime lances. Charge.

			Then, from one of the riders on his left. Withdraw or continue?

			They were riding deep now – too deep, too far – but it was impossible to arrest Alice’s furious forward momentum. Not impossible for her; even now, deep into the battle-madness and glanded combat stimms, she could halt in a second, flanks steaming. But Valian could not. His company’s lances were long blown, but there was nothing here to break. They were well into the rear, slashing and trampling through the fleeing. Here were the cruel, hard faces that had greeted Valian on his entrance to the Point, now twisted in fear. He was dimly aware of shouting from the hailers above. The coordinates sounded familiar. He lashed his sabre across the backs of fleeing men. 

			He signalled back. Continue.

			Something passed by his head, and he twitched on impulse. Solid munitions. Everyone here had a lasgun. Everyone apart from the commissars. 

			He was huge in the saddle, taller than any unmounted man, and drunk on the terror of others. And yet, faced with her, he could not help but tug the reins to slow Alice. He was not the only one. Caught between the two commissars, the fleeing Guardsmen between Valian and Katarin seemed unsure. She was surrounded by Scions clad in heavy war plate and armed with volley guns. Her refractor field flickered as shrapnel kissed its outer edges. Valian levelled his sabre at her as he rode, and tried to keep his hands from shaking. Katarin met his eyes for a moment, dropped her hand to a hilt, and sneered and shook her head.

			Valian felt the impossible weight and momentum that had carried him this far drop out of his boots. He turned Alice’s flank to the Scions, wincing with her as a volley gun cut a long, steaming scar in her side. The Scions were relentless, even in the face of fire. Clad in carapace, they were nigh immune to the lasguns of the Death Korps. Valian needed to turn back and regroup. His section was too deep, and they could not break through here. He squeezed Alice and made to turn.

			She did not move. Another volley clipped her – wide, at first, but the last burst stitched a dark line along her foreleg. The Death Riders around Valian were pulling back now for another charge, but Katarin’s line was hardening. He was breathing too fast. Alice tensed. Valian was about to be thrown; all he could do now was land well and try not to break his spine. And then he was airborne, leaping forwards. Alice screamed, and Valian could smell the combat stimms on her hot breath. It did what lasguns could not; the Scions stumbled back. Katarin drew her sabre. Valian had stowed his. He needed both hands on the reins. 

			The call to charge sounded at his back, but he was already almost at the Scions. Alice had not stopped but coiled. Her huge, blunt head knocked one Scion to the ground with the crack of bone on bone. Another levelled his volley gun; Alice reared and tore her talons down his front, bringing weapon, breastplate and a thick sheet of flesh down in a single motion. Valian pushed through a red haze of figures, letting Alice guide him forwards. A thin crescent of light flickered in the air in front of him – Katarin’s blade. He was deafened, briefly, by the thump-thump-thump of hunting lances detonating against a line. All he had was feel – the reins going tight, then slack, then tight as he rode through the foe. Alice was breathing heavily. Even her physiology had limits. This was the end of them now, after weeks and weeks of poison air and scavenged rations and long, brutal rides. But what an end! Valian’s heart hammered with her, and when it began to stutter and slow, his stuttered too. Still she pushed on. She felt stronger, even, every kick or jerk of her head requiring more force and strength. Her heart leapt again, and Valian took a hand off the reins and ran it down the bristles on the back of her neck. That’s enough. That’s enough. 

			The huge steed dipped her head, and Valian dismounted and unmasked himself. 

			Alice was struggling. She was wounded in several places, and deeply. Her dermal weave hung ragged, and black marks stitched up her side where lasguns had found their mark. The lenses on her mask were broken, and Valian could see the huge black eyes underneath. She was breathing heavily. Still, no one wanted to approach. She had carved him a small circle of silence on the battlefield, even as in the corner of his vision Death Riders fought running skirmishes with armoured Scions. Her aura of terror seemed to shroud Valian, too. As he dismounted, he could feel bodies withdrawing from him, slowly, so as not to catch his attention. Alice was making a strange noise. Valian stroked the bristles on her neck again, and her breath slowed. There was an almost alcoholic tang to her blood-smell; her physiology was at its limit. If he made her go further, she would die. 

			Valian whispered, ‘Good girl. Good girl. Easy.’ In the broken hollows of her mask, a great black eye met his and blinked, slowly. Valian blinked back. The pit of silence Alice had opened was closing. Soon, Valian would be back in the heart of battle. The great black eye closed. ‘It’s all right. It’s over now.’ 

			Valian stayed with her for a second or so, enough to see her chest rise and fall, just a little. He turned to Katarin. 

			Katarin was watching him. She was a good distance away. They were close to the base of the cannon tower – above, it still tracked the clouds with infinitesimal slowness. Bronner and his raiders had not yet reached the top, but they would be close. Time was short. 

			Katarin was no longer guarded. The laud-hailers were silent. For now, for a moment, her forces were separated from their commander. It was the advantage the Death Korps needed. But they would need time. Valian placed his hand on the hilt of his sabre and drew it out, holding it high. This time, there was no sneer. Katarin raised her own weapon, mirroring the gesture. 

			Valian took his time on the approach, watching Katarin move. He had seen her fight before. He tried not to seem afraid. Every second her attention was on him, her troops were without a commissar. Every second was another squad surrendered rather than run down, another band of soldiers firing their rifles high, another trooper in the dirt pretending to be a corpse. The two were lost in the din of battle. Valian had informed the Death Korps to operate without him. Nobody was looking for him here. For Katarin, it was different. The soldiers surrounding them, sprinting into positions or firing from what cover they could manage, seemed to look around her or through her. It happened in battle; every warrior locked in their own hell, staring down a tunnel of violence and deaf to anything but their own heartbeat. Still, though, some must have heard her, or seen her. Perhaps the same fear that drove them forwards kept them back. Or perhaps seeing two commissars, resplendent in their Imperial finery, on the verge of locking eagle-hilted sabres with each other was too much for an ordinary Guardsman to properly comprehend. 

			Valian advanced quickly and steadily, keeping his blade up. Katarin backstepped slowly, drawing him further out of position. He could live through this. All he needed to do was delay her. The Death Riders would punch through. The lines at the Point would not hold without Katarin. 

			Valian prepared to attack – and then stopped. Something was breaking orbit.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			[image: ]

			CHAPTER 38

			 


			It sounded like thunder at first, or the distant fire of a rocket battery – half a dozen or so explosions, muffled by the barrier of ash above but still distinct. For a panicked second, Valian thought of the t’au, but the sound was too heavy, too dirty. The wall of sound reached what he assumed was its peak, then kept going. And then, it breached. 

			The evacuation of Rezlan VI had been carried out, thus far, by a motley assortment of cargo craft, bulk haulers and other vessels that were the shame of the second line. The Imperial Navy had not been willing to risk their very best on pulling defeated ground troops off a dying planet. No, they had saved those for occasions like this. The Tetrarch was an older pattern, but a much-revered one. There was a certain kind of boyish excitement in seeing it plunge to the earth, thrusters screaming.

			This Tetrarch was well piloted. It descended like a hunting hawk, before firing its reverse thrusters and swinging into a flat position, blinding the troops on the ground with a tsunami of hot, gritty wind. Valian looked at its markings. Not Militarum issue. This was Naval. 

			He and Katarin both turned to the orbital gun. It was silent and still in its mounting.

			‘You’ve done it now, Hesh.’ Katarin was attempting to sneer, but there was something new on her face. Something Valian had never seen. Something like fear.

			The hatches on the Tetrarch blew. Valian had been in a couple of high-velocity drop insertions. Even the most grizzled veterans of the Astra Militarum were not free from the tyranny of their inner ear; many such glorious assaults had begun in fumbling, puking anarchy.

			These were not veterans of the Astra Militarum. They proceeded down the ramps in neat lines, swift but not hurried. Everything on Rezlan was coated in ash and grime. The Breachers gleamed in their thousands. For a moment, even the Death Riders were stilled, and at the Point of Absolute Failure stood a single Imperium: infantry, cavalry and Navy, suddenly united beneath the aquila. 

			Two voices, one distant and low. Local vox-casters: ‘Forward, into positions!’ The other echoed from the Tetrarch. 

			‘This is Captain Harcourt Graves, of the Vestigial Pride. In accordance with our orders to assist with the evacuation of Rezlan VI in a swift and efficient manner, I have dispatched my vessel’s contingent of infantry to render assistance.’

			Again, the other voice: ‘Form squares!’ 

			‘I would like to commend the commanders at this site for their valuable efforts so far, and relieve them from duty with honour. I have arranged an escort. Please surrender yourselves promptly.’

			‘Point weapons!’

			‘I leave the rest at the discretion of my armsmen.’ 

			The crackle of the channel closing was almost deafening. There was no gunfire at first, only the hammering of boots on the landing decks of the Tetrarch. But violence was coming. Valian could feel it on the air. Katarin still had her sabre up, but she was keeping her distance. They were mirrored by a thousand other standoffs. Valian’s heart hammered alongside the boots of the Breachers. Katarin, usually quick with a cruel word, spoke carefully.

			‘Your artillery. You said it was close, in your ultimatum. That was a lie, wasn’t it?’

			Valian considered his options, and nodded.

			‘I bet that felt clever. I was almost fooled. Did you expect Naval intervention?’

			‘Not until we were in control.’

			‘Gutsy, for you.’ She kept her stance tight and her guard out. Valian could feel hundreds of eyes on him, waiting for orders. The sound of marching feet was getting louder. They did not have long.

			‘You attacked the gun, yes? Bloody work. Fighting a melee uphill. It’s well fortified. Who did you send?’

			‘A few dozen Korpsmen.’

			‘That was a mistake. It’s almost enough, but not quite. They’ll be in stalemate now. You know, the Navy’s been watching that emplacement since all this began. This’ – she gestured to the vast shape of the lander – ‘you should have expected it.’

			‘Command your forces to surrender. Or we’re all going to die.’

			‘You, maybe, Valian. I know a lot of admirals. I’ve got a good reputation. Who’s going to vouch for you – the Death Korps? Be serious.’

			‘I’ve got the advantage here. We’ll take the gun.’

			‘Too little, too late. You love your vulgar arithmetic – well, here’s how it is. You’ve played your hand well. You’ve mauled my forces here badly, so I’ll need the Death Korps after all. I’ll even take your adjutant on as my own. For you, it’ll be quick. That’s the best offer you’re getting.’

			The crack of gunfire, growing closer. Stragglers and deserters, chancing their luck against the Imperial Navy. The two commissars stood in silence, their forces waiting for a signal. 

			Valian ventured, ‘And the rest. The remnants. The soldiers you sent to die.’

			Katarin shook her head. ‘Not relevant.’

			The Breachers were close now. They were moving fast, in tight squares, their weapons pointed. Valian raised his free hand, and signalled the Death Korps. 

			Attack. 

			Katarin flashed her teeth. ‘Kill them all.’
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			CHAPTER 39

			 


			Lance hit the battle line at the wrong time. He did not realise until it was too late. 

			He had ventured into the growing wastelands of Rezlan VI in a Sentinel taken from the Death Korps. Well maintained, but uncomfortable.

			 After days of breathing the bitter air of this dying planet, he felt relieved. He greeted the familiar claustrophobia of the driving compartment like an old friend. A Sentinel to him was as Alice was to Valian. He prayed quietly to the machine spirit as the walker’s huge legs ate up miles and miles of worsening terrain. He kept the vox on and meditated on the static. The tech-priests on Mordian had been irritable and deliberately obtuse in teaching the mysteries of the device, torn between their desires for secrecy and their terror at seeing it misused. One, though, had been softened a little by Lance’s attentiveness, and described to him all that is holy in the sound. ‘Within are the voices of the dead. Their phantoms travel in great waves from the holy emitter. They travel to the edge of the universe, no faster than light. Every word spoken into a vox will live forever, here.’

			Lance listened to the voices of the dead for three days or so, wondering if he would live forever. The Sentinel made it through the macro-farms. They were beginning to freeze over, now, the heat of the Caedes Omnis’ death matched against the sun’s absence. It did not take long to find Bazan. 

			‘We’re going home,’ he told the tank commander.

			The old Mordian had seemed almost afraid at that. The world was not a kind place to veterans; you either stretched your pension out in a dripping hab-block or joined some other, less glorious branch of the service, working in civil enforcement with hungry young men and women who were sick of your war stories before you’d even started telling them. Bazan told his war stories to Lance as they travelled back north, and Lance showed mostly genuine enthusiasm. 

			They arrived shortly after the Death Riders first charged and, without vox, were forced to eyeball the battle lines. It was Bazan who drew up the plans – a rush for the arms warehouses where the stolen might of the Astra Militarum had been safely secured. Lance imagined medals and commendations and perhaps one day being a scarred tank commander himself. Despite himself, he admired Bazan. He admired everyone – even Valian. The commissar had identified Lance’s eagerness to please with fear.

			But Lance is a loyalist to the Imperium. When he arrives at the munitions depot, and he and Bazan and the rest of the tankers surge from their vehicles – having missed the sky bursting for the roar of their engines – they are surprised to see the Navy have beaten them there. Lance manages a few words of greeting; in their crisp blue uniforms and gleaming plate, and in this hell of bodies and smoke, to the young Mordian, the Breachers might as well be Space Marines. 

			They do not let him finish. Lance Czarr is removed from the indignity of ever having to retire on Mordian.
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			CHAPTER 40

			 


			There was something fastidious about the way the Imperial Navy performed ground warfare. The Breachers swept through the Point of Absolute Failure like cleaning crews after a formal banquet. They brought the distaste of their admirals with them; those who surrendered were allowed to pass through the wall of steel and shot with their hands on their heads and their weapons in the dirt. 

			Valian had lost track of Katarin. He was making a fighting retreat, but retreating nonetheless. At his side, two Death Riders, a loose cluster of soldiers, even a Scion – an alliance formed at the very moment it was too late. Metal groaned in the distance as the Tetrarch prepared its great guns for suppressive fire. Still boiling and tight in their fittings from the landing, the cannons moved slowly in their housings, but they were moving. In an hour or two, they would be ready to fire. Valian did not know if the Death Riders would hold that long. 

			The first two passes had been the bloodiest. He had watched, and desperately tried to signal for order or action, but dismounted, he was hardly noticeable – just another blood-streaked body running from the front line. The Death Riders had approached first in confidence, great wedge-shaped formations barrelling hard for the Breachers’ line. The Breachers were arranged in squares, three deep on each face. They had waited until the cavalry were a foot or two more than a lance-length away, then fired – the first rank from the knee, the second rank behind them, before stepping back neatly for the third. A brief chaos of broken bodies and torn flesh; the Breachers bracing against fallen steeds and their riders; the cry from the Naval sergeants, ‘Clear! Reload!’ The click of lever-action guns ­chambering new rounds. 

			The second Krieg attack was miserable. Valian almost called to stop it, but he paused. The riders would have known they were going to their deaths. In the seconds between charges, a dozen or so had silently volunteered to cover a retreat. It was hard to tell they were wounded without looking closely; they moved with the same purpose and rigidity of ordinary Korpsmen, and so did their steeds. But they were bloodied, and burnt, or, on counting, had too few limbs. They rode hard for the lines, lances down. Those who could not hold lances turned their steeds at the final moment, so that when they fell, they fell hard into the Breachers, briefly breaking their formation and buying a few more seconds. 

			With grenadiers – with artillery – with armour – with anything else – the Breachers could be driven back. But all Valian and his forces had was grit, lances and bayonets. 

			A Death Rider tapped Valian on the shoulder with the tip of his lance. Valian turned and the rider signed.

			Our turn, sir.

			Valian raised his sabre and prepared to die.
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			CHAPTER 41

			 


			Carnage is a function of proximity; everything has a distance at which it looks absurd. To Nehemiah and the last of the Accario Electric Rifles, the bloodshed at the Point of Absolute Failure was a distant set of hums and thumps. Even the huge troop conveyor descending upon the Point was, at this distance, not much bigger than a fist. There was an odd good humour about the dead men, Nehemiah included. On the fifth day of marching, when their blisters had burst and their backs were cut to ribbons by their packs and their uniforms were welded to their skins with sweat, death lost its sting. They had moved forwards not with the fatalism of the Death Korps but the grim cheer of those with nothing left to lose. They did not even have the husk of a planet to defend. 

			Nehemiah was not their leader. He, to his shame, imagined the possibility – a world where he had never been found out as a witch and a mutant. He had been trained to command, after all. He knew the combination of bullying, bluster and tenderness that made soldiers act as you wanted them to. But there was too much fear in them. Every Rifle who had survived the fighting against the t’au felt they owed their life to Nehemiah. Nehemiah, for his part, could barely remember it. He was grateful, for once, for his broken mind. All he had of the battle were moments and twinges of pain. They were easy to shy away from. Those around him whispered of the miracles he had performed, the deaths he had saved them from. Nehemiah nodded and looked sage. Mysticism kept their hatred sleeping. For now, he was a miraculous vessel of the Emperor’s will. And indeed, their progress had been almost miraculous. Roads left unshattered. One or two supply caches that still had a little water and food. Strong winds to carry soldiers forward and the fallout back into the choking north. A lot of them had lived. Here were the last of the Accario Electric Rifles – ten thousand or so troops, many of whom were armed for combat, and some of whom were even capable of sustained fighting. 

			The officers, a mixture of junior staff promoted to vertiginous heights by the deaths of their superiors and old hands from the infantry turned warlords of squad-sized clans, surveyed the field of battle. The vox crackled idiotically, still broken. It was impossible to determine who was who; the Death Korps and Katarin’s forces were just grey bodies spilling over each other in endless melee. Behind, the mortar crews prepared their positions. They had borne their ordnance over the long march like penitents. Now, they knelt before their weapons as if in prayer and fed offerings of shells into their gaping mouths. Those who would live through the current battle would be bent-backed for the rest of their lives; they had the munitions for one hundred and eighty seconds or so of continuous bombardment. Behind them was a line of field artillery, those treasures of the Accario arsenal that the regiment’s quartermasters had managed to hide or bluster their way into keeping as the Rifles were field-stripped. They were designed to be hauled by Chimeras or Centaurs, but the regiment had made do dragging them in teams of six, drawn by lots at the start of each day’s march. 

			Nehemiah had let his mind wander. Someone was waiting for him, in the corner of his vision. An officer. Nehemiah had known this one before. A classmate. Never a friend, but they had talked a few times. When they dragged Nehemiah to his sanctioning, this one had turned his gaze. Now he looked at the psyker with desperate focus. 

			‘Psyker. What… what do we do?’

			Nehemiah paused. ‘Fire?’

			The officer was taken aback. Nehemiah had overstepped. He adopted a mystic expression and tried to give the impression great power was working through him. People had certain behaviours they wanted of a psyker. It was good to look serene, to appear as if you were dipping your hand in a vast ocean of power. The reality – screaming to gods you weren’t supposed to know about as your implants overheated in your skull – was generally seen as distasteful. Nehemiah closed his eyes and twitched his fingers ostentatiously. His implants were, as it happened, starting to heat up. They had not been well installed. He spoke, keeping his voice level.

			‘If this is the moment we have arrived, then it is the correct moment to attack.’

			The Electric Rifles surveyed their targets. Nehemiah tried to remember his training as a soldier, but the brutalities of learning to be a psyker had shaken much of it from his memory. Trying to bring the chaos below into focus made his eyes swim. Still, even he could tell this was far from a perfect target. 

			One of the artillery officers pointed. ‘They’re mixed in. Cavalry and infantry. Bombardment will shred them both.’

			‘The Krieg are trained, though. They’ll come out of it better than the footsloggers.’ 

			‘In close quarters? They’ll be mincemeat. Maze like that, blast waves alone will shred most of them.’

			Below, the battle lines moved, ever so slightly. A thin silver line was passing over the Point of Absolute Failure, driving back the roiling grey bodies of the Astra Militarum. Nehemiah looked at the waste around the Point. There was a Krieg steed hammering over the flats, its rider dragging a long furrow in the earth behind it, one foot still locked in a stirrup. 

			One of the older soldiers spoke. He kept his voice low and level.

			‘We could decide this here. Both the Krieg and the rest. They’re on the verge. Wouldn’t take much. And they’d thank us for it.’ He nodded to the skies above. 

			The officers were silent. Behind, the gun crews continued their rituals, muttering coordinates to one another. Nehemiah felt a pressure building in his head. There was a coppery taste in his mouth. There were metal staples in his skull, hammered into place to repair it after sanctioning. Nobody had ever thought to remove them. They were vibrating gently now. 

			If the Electric Rifles elected to fire on the Death Korps, every soldier here would die. Maybe not straight away, but that would be the decision that turned a possibility into a certainty. Perhaps the Krieg would hold, and turn on the Rifles when the battle was won. Perhaps the troops here would get away, but die with their planet, shivering their last in caves and shattered dwellings. Or perhaps the Navy would prove thankful for their intervention, and even allow them to board, before sending them to a penal world, or simply venting the last vestiges of a hated and failed regiment into space. 

			Nehemiah’s skull felt tight now. He could feel himself panicking. If he spoke – if he tried – it wouldn’t work. He had no purchase here. They had no love for him, not really. This, after everything, was the punchline: he had come this far only to die. 

			He felt something hot burst in the back of his head, and saw stars for a moment. Someone was speaking. One of the officers. She was pointing at the conveyor.

			‘That’s the symbol of the Navis Imperialis.’

			The name silenced the group.

			‘My father sent me a pict. When it happened. He was excited, he’d never seen a battleship before. It was blurry, but you could see that symbol on its side. He didn’t realise what was happening. I couldn’t tell him.’

			‘We’d never hit them. Not at this distance. Not enough to do any lasting damage. I know they killed the planet, but we’ve got to choose here. We’ve got two targets. We choose the better one, or we die.’ 

			The young officer shook her head. ‘I don’t want to win. I don’t want to live. I just need there to be consequences. For what the Navy did to our world.’ 

			‘Those are Breachers. You might not know how they fight, but I do. You ever seen a boarding action? They make Korpsmen look like Whiteshields. They’re not going to piss their pants over a mortar barrage.’

			‘Yes, they will.’ 

			The officers turned to Nehemiah. There it was – beneath the awe and the gratitude, a little flash of hatred towards the uppity mutant. Still, they were listening. 

			‘Remember the first time you fought under mortar fire? Knowing it’s in the air above you. Knowing where it’s going to land just before it hits.’ 

			Nobody spoke, but Nehemiah could see the officers stiffen, each eager to prove to the others how little they were affected, how they weren’t the type to suffer shell-shock like a common infantryman. 

			‘How often, do you reckon, a Naval trooper gets to experience that?’

			A little softening. Hatred for the mutant matched against malice. 

			The young woman, the one whose father had been beneath the Caedes Omnis, smiled. ‘Bringing the sky down on them. Feels fitting.’

			Something in Nehemiah, something that spoke with his voice and lived in his skin but he knew was not him – something he glimpsed when he was ablaze with enough power to make his implants cook skin – agreed. It feels like Fate.
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			CHAPTER 42

			 


			By the time Valian heard the mortars fire, they were already long in flight. He barely had time to register the sound before they hit. Still, it unified Katarin’s forces and the Death Riders for one brief, almost absurd moment, bitter, running combat giving way to bombardment drill with the synchronicity only heavy explosives can enforce. Where in one moment soldiers fought with blades and gun butts and fists, they suddenly dived, together, into ditches and low ruins. 

			The Breachers were exceptionally well disciplined. Whatever Nehemiah thought of them, they did not panic when they heard the artillery in the distance. A good Breacher was well used to the thunder of heavy guns; even new recruits were all but deafened by their void-helms. They were, on the basis of pure morale, almost the equal of the Death Korps. However, even the most death-hungry grenadier knew that spreading out was the best way to mitigate the damage of incoming artillery, while Breachers were trained to fight in incredibly close formation. When under fire, their formation tightened, rather than relaxed. There was nowhere to flee in boarding combat but towards those who hold close – those you slept and ate and fought and died with. 

			In this fashion, a bombardment that would have killed dozens of Guardsmen claimed hundreds of Breachers. Their deaths were undramatic and eerie. Many managed a step or two forwards before collapsing. Those near the centre were lucky; they would not have felt anything, their lungs and hearts and vital blood vessels burst almost instantly by the blast wave. The secondary casualties had it worst. They clutched at ruptured stomachs and popped eyes, or stumbled forwards, unaware they were dead, before collapsing. Somewhere, a bugle sounded the call to charge. 

			Purpose filled the soldiers; artillery had snapped them back to a simpler mode of operation. The Death Riders and Katarin’s defenders did not join, but they did not part either, working together in cautious unity. Where the Death Riders hammered wedges in the Breachers, infantry surged in to fill it, fighting in fumbling yet savage melee, teams of two or three using bayonets to find the gaps in void-sealed armour. The Astra Militarum had already turned on itself today; killing Naval troopers was almost a relief, by comparison. The Breachers were not shattered, but they were cowed. Where before they had fought in narrow corridors, their flanks secure on every side, now they had to battle for every step back. The bulk and armour that had served them so well on the offence slowed their retreat. Their orders would have been simple. With the vox down and so many troops to deploy, there was no other possibility. Now, there was too much for the Naval officers to respond to, and so a chain of iron broke into links. Valian plunged through with one group of Death Riders. Behind was Katarin.
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			CHAPTER 43

			 


			The reinforcements arrived when they were needed, more or less. They had ridden hard. Some had been reduced to walking; others had been lost to sickness, others to madness or misery. But Ashe had treated them all as best she could. Maybe as a younger woman their faces would have hurt her feelings. Ah, let the dying and the sick have their pride. If sneering at her as a provincial gave them comfort, then so be it; radiation sickness brought agonies to the humours that not even obscura could balance. 

			This had always been the way. Her father had told her, back in the Domes. Chirus was once a magnificent planet. Its palaces touched the sky, where the Emperor lived, allowing His people to commune directly with Him. Its priests were capable of miracles. They could contrive limbs of steel that worked just as well as those of flesh, or turn back ageing, or mend lasgun wounds as if they were mere scratches from bramble. It was a proud world, for the chirurgeons of Chirus went out among the greatest warriors of the Emperor to shield them from the horrors beyond the sky. 

			The arrogance of Chirus was its undoing. Like Rezlan VI, the planet attempted secession from the Imperium. Unlike Rezlan VI, there were no alien benefactors to support them. The Emperor descended to the world in the form of a great, blazing eagle. With His great talons, He ploughed the palaces and the cities into fields. With His burning wings, He filled the skies with smoke so that none could gaze upon Him. Ashe was raised a gener­ation or two hence, in the New Era, where the things that had caused so much harm to Chirus had been locked away. Some of the old remembered, but there were fewer and fewer of the old on Chirus every year. Her grandfather taught her medicine, and traced the constellations hidden behind the sky with quavering fingers. Ashe was one of the first skyless people – one of the first children at all to be born in the poisoned aftermath of the Imperium’s justice. She was fortunate; she was spoiled with fresh water and portions of meat and an hour or two of candlelight to read by each day. 

			She liked Valian, and Jens, and Lance, and Nehemiah. They were all skyless people in their own way. It made them cruel and cold, yes, but they cared about each other despite that. That, in Ashe’s estimation, showed a strength of spirit. Ashe tried to be kind. That was the Emperor’s way; like a chirurgeon, He reached into the vast body of His Imperium with His blazing talons in ways that felt cruel and hard, but He was always trying to do the kind thing in the long run. Ashe was never much one for long runs; she had been old for her world decades ago. So she was kind in the short term. Even now. Valian had fretted about the reinforcements despite his bluster with the Death Korps. He had asked Ashe a dozen times if she was certain about their discipline, what to do if they got out of line, which regiments could be cut loose if need be. 

			She peered out of her transport. They were close now.

			Where the brave had died, the surrendered had bolstered their ranks – the great columns of the fearful and wretched caught by the Death Riders at the opening of the battle were now joined by Naval Breachers, the odd Scion, and others who had been desperate enough to fall upon the mercy of the Death Korps. They stiffened as the transports closed in on their positions. There was a wash of despair, every soldier sure that any fantasies of their escape were now impossible. The Death Riders circled. They did not draw weapons, but their huge steeds blew steam and twitched in anticipation of blood. Ashe was at the column’s head, peering over the lip of a vast Gorgon transporter. Inside were her vanguard.

			Valian had drafted several versions of the battle plans with Bronner, but they had eventually settled on the broadest possible command. The entire remnant force had, almost miraculously, been goaded into action as a single unit once, but Valian had broken it in use. Trying to coordinate such a force, even with working vox and a fully staffed command structure, would have been impossible. Their orders, therefore, were simple – to confirm the surrender of all neutral forces at the Point of Absolute Failure to neutralise any potential resistance, and to aid the Death Korps in any manner they found appropriate. The transporters had boiled with discontent on the journey north, sickly bands of Catachans and Savlars and Vitrians all eager to cool their hot shame in blood. 

			The people of Chirus had once wanted revenge. The people before Ashe had their own bitter plans of violent uprising. Valian had a commissar’s mind and a commissar’s tools. Had he been here, he would have stoked that fury and pretended to share it. But Ashe had tools of her own. 

			She raised her fist, and the soldiers turned away from the Point of Absolute Failure to die surged from their transport bay to meet those who had been chosen to live. Ashe unfolded her great standard. It was the flag the Imperium flew on Chirus, after the first year of bombardment: a red aquila staining white cloth, a helix in its talons. Medic. 

			Everyone laughed at the medic from the world that had been made feudal. And then, there you were – teeth radiation-rotted and aching in your skull, rolling sickly in the berth of a transporter barrelling across the plains because you were dying more slowly than the rest of your regiment. Your molar glows in the back of your skull like a tyrant. You cannot think or eat; every breath is a negotiation with pain. Here, Ashe’s chisels and pliers and little bundles of herbs stop feeling like a joke and start feeling like divine intervention. 

			There is a soldier or two like this in every vehicle. The Death Korps did not travel south with pain suppressants but Ashe has never needed them anyway. With bundles of sharp, clean instruments, a needle, and some thread, she ties the reinforcements together. They’re no Korpsmen, but they follow the plan well, advancing in their hundreds towards the back lines.

			It had taken work to make field doctors of the remnants, but even the least of them could hold water to the lips of the dying and hand out anti-radiation pills to those with a chance at survival. The supplies were meagre, but to those at the Point, shivering their last in the dust as others evacuated, the Krieg-stamped bandages and water canteens compelled final surrender more effectively than any artillery. Across the line, thousands did not charge, but walked. Those who could not walk were carried. 

			Not every soldier wanted to be saved. To them went the ministrations of the grenadiers. The Death Korps went about this business with efficiency, looking almost apologetically to Ashe as they fell upon the determined and the foolish with bayonets and trench knives. They worked fast. 

			Its grandeur was only visible from a great distance; once the lines were formed and the triage stations established, Ashe and her crews were in the same medic’s hell found on battlefields across the galaxy. They tried, and where they failed, the quartermasters offered the dignity of choice. They worked by candles and lumens and burning rags – all except the horse-doctor, who cut and stitched in the wan light of the sun, which was beginning to eke through the choking sky.
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			CHAPTER 44

			 


			There was an odd silence in the heart of the Point. Most of its military might had been pulled to its fringes by the Death Riders – even those soldiers ready for boarding their evacuation vessels had been dedicated to the defence. The Navy had done for the logistics officers and malingerers who stayed back. Away from the front, the noise made Valian think of Schola, the muffled combats within the Point’s defensive architecture like punishments overheard in anterooms or sobs from the top bunk. The great evacuation vessels were silent. They would have skeleton crews – servitors, serfs, the enlisted – but they kept themselves hidden. Their hulls were scorched black by repeated atmospheric re-entry; they had scoured the asphalt of markings with their landing jets. Amid their number was the Tetrarch, but that was dying too. Its guns would swivel sickly for a moment or two, then stop. Valian imagined the fighting on it. Maybe clusters of lesser officers, the stump of the Combined Command Authority, fleeing for salvation in murderous fear. Maybe remnants or Electric Rifles, ready to mete final vengeance on the Imperial Navy for stranding them on this planet. Or maybe even Death Riders, in tight file, storming up the landing ram and reddening the troop bay with sabres, lances and talons before dismounting and worming their way into the tightly packed corridors of the vessel, which were so much like the tunnels of Krieg. 

			It was in hand. Valian walked alone in a canyon of black steel. He almost missed Katarin. She was leaning against a vessel, working at a bulkhead with one hand and attempting to pull her sabre from a body with another. There were a number of corpses at her feet. She had lost some of her finery, he saw. Little pricks of blood blossomed on the white of her dress shirt, though it was not hers. She was hunched, but not from injury. Valian watched her shift onto the balls of her feet as he approached. Still, she forgot herself for a moment; the harshness in her eyes was that of an instructor, not an enemy. 

			‘Taken out back and executed. After all I’ve done. Not even a full squad to do it.’ She gestured to the bodies. They were Breachers, their Naval blue darkening.

			Valian kept his distance. ‘You were running. That’s why you’re back here. You surrendered.’ Katarin was full of hate, but silent. ‘You always said I had an eye for cowards because I am one,’ Valian continued. ‘That’s true. So are you.’

			He levelled his sabre. Katarin kept hers in a low guard. If Valian had not known her, he would have thought her open. But, behind her feigned laziness was cruelty. He had seen her fight a number of honour duels, sometimes against alien or traitor warlords, and sometimes to make an example of a particular commander. She liked to take fingers and hands first. He kept his feet square. 

			They did not look at each other’s eyes, but at the chest. All commissars studied duelling at the Schola Progenium. It had two threads. The first was obvious: a commissar is often found in the thick of fighting, and must be able to defend themself. The second was more nuanced. Duelling, in a controlled environment, is an exercise in competitive empathy in which looking at the face is almost useless. Just as a commissar watches their soldiers, they must watch their opponent, ever observant for a change in footwork, a tensing of a limb, fingers dancing on a hilt to shift guard. 

			Katarin was moving her fingers now, keeping her blade sweeping in low, lazy arcs. Valian kept level and central. They were in lunging range of each other, but at this distance, an attack would kill both of them. So they kept watching. Katarin was talking – a low-level stream of threats and barbs. She wanted to seem unconcerned, but her footwork belied her focus. 

			Valian had a small advantage in reach. His was a Krieg cavalry sword, curved for reaping through infantry and long to allow him to reach targets from the back of a steed. He was unused to fighting on foot, but the principles were the same: he kept his weapon high. A good blow could power through a lesser opponent’s guard. He could smell the ozone tang of the power field in the dirty air. Katarin’s sword was shorter but heavier; the pommel was adamantine, and there were tungsten threads throughout the blade. She was much, much stronger than she looked. She could bat Valian’s blade away with a flick of her wrist, then open his throat on the backswing. He would need to pick his first strike carefully. A lateral cut, finishing across his body – just enough to make Katarin shift. 

			He brought down his blade; she voided the strike with a backstep. 

			‘Making the first move. Not like you. I sent you to Krieg to make you strong. It’s made you suicidal. I should have assumed as much.’ Katarin stepped forwards and feinted without much intent. Valian jerked into a partial block, and Katarin laughed. 

			‘Put it away, Hesh. You’ll hurt yourself.’ Still she kept her guard up. 

			Valian tried to tune her out. He whipped his sabre up in an uppercut; Katarin dropped her blade to block. There was a brief flash of displeasure on her features, replaced almost immediately with studied disinterest. But Valian could see it now. Her body told the story her face did not. The old beast was tense; her feet were locked in stance. She started speaking again, and Valian’s conscious mind almost killed him by listening. The cavalry officer in him saw her front foot lift and he brought his sabre up. His surprise saved him; it was an ugly block, but its speed helped break Katarin’s momentum. She let her blade bounce off his in an ozone-flash of power fields, moving round his guard in a follow-up. She stepped forwards again – Valian could feel her hot breath on his face – and moved his blade aside, keeping the two swords locked, crossguard to crossguard. Her fist swung out; Valian caught the blow on his shoulder, then backstepped on instinct. His arm stung, his exhausted muscles were already struggling with the exertion. No – he had been caught. His greatcoat sizzled. The blade had just kissed his flesh. A few millimetres more, and his sword arm would have been useless. 

			Katarin was advancing again. ‘Throne. You fight exactly as I’d expect you to. I’ll lie about it, when they ask. Frenzied strength, frothing mouth, the fell power of the Archenemy glowing in your eyes.’ She lunged for another pass. No killing strokes, but swift jabs and lashes. Valian kept her blade at bay, but she had caught him again, if barely – on the leg and somewhere on his chest. He drew up into a guard, and backstepped. He needed time and space. He needed her distracted, just a little.

			‘What was your plan, here? Wealth? Power? What were you offered?’

			Katarin scoffed. ‘Don’t be a child. I don’t need to enrich myself. If I wanted to govern some bloated core world, I would. I believe in the Imperium, Hesh. Do you know how many serfs die in the manufacture of a batch of lasguns? Or a single engagement’s worth of Earthshaker shells? I do. These are the lives you sacrifice. These are the people you have killed.’ Katarin padded around Valian. Her voice was calm and level, ever the instructor, even now. ‘Once shipbound, every one of those walking corpses you have brought here will drink the water of the living. Even mercies will strain our supply networks. There’s a war here, Hesh. You’ve promised some kind of mercy to the soldiers out here. What do you think waits for them after this? Decimations, if they’re not exterminated outright. Then more war. Except without the equipment they need. You’re a child, with a child’s morality.’

			Valian looked Katarin in the eyes. He wasn’t thinking of her. He was thinking of Ashe and Lance and Nehemiah and Bazan and Cernau and Bronner and the faces of every dying man and woman he had met on Rezlan VI. Naur, whom he had killed, and the ragged creatures he had driven into the t’au lines to save the Death Korps, and the Death Korps themselves, hated by all, who had, in their own way, made him one of their own. He thought of Jens, who had pulled him from the mud and dragged him through fire and who had saved a ration tin she liked for him. 

			‘I’m here for humanity. Not machines. Not numbers. People,’ he said.

			Katarin spat. ‘Then you’re no commissar. You’re hardly a soldier.’

			‘I am content with that.’

			He started the next pass with a thrust and came as close as he had so far to a telling blow. He nicked the outer edges of Katarin’s refractor field. She thrust him back, badly but convincingly, and for a second he had the advantage. 

			Valian had wondered, until now, what he had wanted. He had given up on the idea of being a liberator or a hero. Thousands were already dead, and thousands more were still to die. He had wondered if it had all really been to save his skin, or his and Jens’, or even the rest of the riders’. Katarin had her guard high. Her feet were square. Her teeth were very white. She was moving the sabre through the air almost lazily, conditioning Valian to the movement. He could hold her here for a little longer, but he was tired, and losing a little blood in lots of places. Katarin’s knee bent and her arm went straight. Valian Hesh decided what he wanted.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			FURTHER FILES COLLATED FOR THE 
CAEDES OMNIS INVESTIGATION, 
SUB-TOPIC D – THE DEATH OF VALIAN HESH

			Item 1: Death Rider

			This painting, produced with synthetic oils, was commissioned by the captain of the Vestigial Pride, one of the vessels assigned to evacuation duty during the Caedes Omnis incident. It depicts Valian Hesh in the arms of his mentor and tutor, Katarin Ven Der Ganz. Both are wounded. Here, Ven Der Ganz is shown handing her service weapon to Hesh. This would, of course, have been a symbolic gesture – while Hesh is honorifically recorded as sole commander of the latter stage of the battle for Port Triumph, he died almost immediately after Ven Der Ganz.
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			CHAPTER 45

			 


			Here is how Valian Hesh chose to die. He and Katarin were both accomplished sabreurs, albeit in wholly different theatres of operation. Katarin was a trench fighter and a slayer of officers. Flashy style disguised a brutish, practical way of fighting, exhausting her enemies in a storm of fastidiously well-warded probing attacks, only elaborating on the killing stroke. She liked, where possible, to finish bouts with deep targets – heads, necks, chests. 

			Valian knew that at his core he was a Schola duellist and a cavalry officer. The former offered decent fundamentals, well-drilled if unimaginative defences, and some unconvincing swagger. The latter made him opportunistic and greedy, always on the lookout for a hand to lash. Perhaps with another century or so under his belt, Valian reflected, he would have been able to win. It was neither the cavalry officer nor the Schola duellist who decided it, in the end, but the Korpsman. 

			Valian stepped neatly into the attack. Katarin had swung for his stomach; the blow would now track across his ribcage. He brought his own sabre up as if to parry, then thrust instead. 

			Katarin was a little quicker than he expected and turned her blade for a partial block. They met on the field emitters, robbing both swords of their rippling energy sheaths but none of their brutal momentum. Valian’s sabre pierced Katarin with none of the ruthless hygiene of a powerblade, but it was still heavy, and sharp. He took her just beneath the heart, narrowly glancing off her spine and sticking – perhaps between the ribs, or simply in tightly packed back muscles. Katarin, for her part, had lost a little power in the parry, but still made a clean blow through Valian’s shoulder. It passed through his collarbone without resistance and wedged in his sternum. Shock kept the pain from the pair for a second or two. Valian made to disengage, and Katarin stepped forward, as if to make another pass. Valian had the advantage of having planned for this, but he fumbled his dagger. His arm felt thick and cold, and his fingers were not his own. 

			He lost the advantage, but Katarin was reverting to drill, yanking on her sabre to free it from his chest to little avail. He leaned into her, sending them both tumbling to the mud. He took his sword and twisted it. Katarin had let go of her sabre now. Valian made to breathe, only to be half-stunned by a gloved fist. She was spitting and hissing. 

			‘Useless. Useless, useless, useless idiot. You’re nothing. You’ve done nothing.’

			Valian continued to twist. He could feel something stretch, then give; Katarin suddenly went straight and stiff and yelped in animal pain. 

			‘I’ve had worse. You’ll have worse. Idiot. Idiot!’ She hammered Valian’s face again. He was blind for a moment. Something stung in his jaw. The sundered nerves in Valian’s shoulder were beginning to feel again and the pain washed over him, too vast to really comprehend. All he was now was a hand on a sword. Katarin made to swivel on top of him, forcing him into the mud, but he twisted, forcing her to join him. They were side by side now. 

			‘Taught you everything. Made you. Useless idiot. I’ll be rebuilt. You will too. There are medicae facilities. Above. On the ships. I have favours.’ Another swinging fist. This one Valian managed to turn. It glanced off the side of his head, loosening his mask and blinding him as it dropped over his eyes. Katarin pulled it free. She was leaning hard on her sword; he could feel the strain in his ribs. 

			‘Listen. You. Are. Going. To. Live.’ She spat each word. ‘They are going to rout your rabble from this world, and they are going to grind your entire regiment into corpse starch. When they find us, I’m going to have them repair you, alongside me. And I’ – Katarin leaned hard, and Valian gasped as he felt his sternum begin to split – ‘I am going to have you arco-flagellated. You’ll live in a box and piss when I tell you to. You’ll know nothing but worship and pain. You’ll live at my boots. You’ll live a long, long time.’ 

			Valian gritted his teeth, and felt the vast contours of the pain around him. He ignored Katarin, for now. What would Jens do here? What would she say? You’ve got a few minutes left, sir. Is there anything you need to do first? He focused on her voice as Katarin raved. This was how the Korpsmen described pain. Just sensation. Just the body telling you it’s damaged. It was Katarin’s master now. Nobody mastered Valian. He spoke. 

			‘You’re very afraid.’

			Katarin snarled, and made to speak. Valian twisted his sabre and leaned into her. She was soaked in blood and very warm. Agony stole the words from her mouth. He spoke again. 

			‘Release your grip on your weapon. Please.’ The pressure went off the blade in Valian’s chest, bringing a fresh wave of pain, and a fraction of relief. ‘You’re dead. We both are. I don’t want to hurt you unduly, but I will if I have to. Surrender, and command your forces to do the same.’

			Katarin glowered. ‘Too late, Hesh, too late. There’s no way to stop the madness you’ve started.’

			‘We can try. Surrender.’

			‘For your conscience? You’ve executed more soldiers than I ever have, Hesh.’ She seemed to soften. She was growing very pale. ‘You really were my favourite, you know. Vile little creature. I don’t know how you made it this far. I should have killed you, but I loved you too much. Perhaps this isn’t so bad.’

			Valian could feel Katarin fumbling with something in her coat; they were pressed together as close as lovers now. He held her gaze. Her eyes made kind shapes, but they were as empty as ever. She kept on talking. She was bringing something up, slowly and subtly, but not so subtly Valian could not feel it. ‘I underestimated you. We should have stayed together. I could have made you a real commissar in time. Not this thing you are now. I could have saved both our lives.’ 

			Valian felt his sabre twitch as Katarin jerked into rapid motion. He shifted his weight, pinning her arm with his shoulder and finally letting go of his sword. She had her bolt pistol in her sword hand. He reached down and took her shaking wrist. Katarin had both arms, but her impalement would have all but destroyed her back. Valian, by contrast, was one-handed, but his sword arm – his strong arm – still worked well. He pulled Katarin’s wrist up, keeping the weapon’s mouth pointed askew. She resisted at first, so Valian leant his torso into his sword, causing it to cut against Katarin’s spine. Her arm went limp; her grip remained tight. Slowly, surely, he guided the bolt pistol beneath her chin. There was a calm in her now. Neither of them had much blood left. When she spoke, her voice was quiet. 

			‘Who made you, Hesh?’

			‘You did.’

			She smiled. ‘Yes. That’s right.’ Valian closed his hand around Katarin’s, slipping his finger into the bolt pistol’s trigger guard alongside hers. She bared her teeth – red blood on white enamel.

			‘Go on then. On three. Ready?’ She winked. ‘Three–’

			The weapon fired. Valian released his grip and rolled over into the deep black mud. Katarin did nothing at all. In the distance, he could hear claws hammering on the dark earth, pounding it flat, like a heartbeat, growing fainter by the second.
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			CHAPTER 46

			 


			She saw him first. He had started the battle in good state, but blood had made his coat sticky; he looked how he had in the middle of the long ride. Trail dust turned him grey. There was another body next to his. Jens rolled it off. Valian gasped. She waited for a moment. Corpses did odd things when they were moved. Two eyes opened, bright pools in a face caked in filth and gore. He was alive. His voice was very quiet. She could have heard him if she tried, but she leaned in very close, so he did not feel he had to strain. 

			‘Are we winning?’ Whistling in the back of his throat. Lots of shallow breaths. Possibly a lung puncture. She ran a hand up his front, delicately. He was a ruin. 

			‘Yes, sir. Opposing forces have largely surrendered, fled, or are now with us. With Ven Der Ganz gone, the Scions are following the next ranking commissar.’

			‘Who is that?’

			‘You, sir.’

			He nodded. ‘Good. That’s good.’ 

			A second passed between them.

			‘Did many die?’ 

			‘Casualties are acceptable. We’re looking for medics now. I could find one, if you like.’ 

			He almost accepted the offer, then paused. ‘No. I think… I think that moment has passed.’ 

			She nodded. He was right. ‘Are you suffering, sir?’ She left the laspistol in its holster. 

			He shifted. ‘It hurt at first. But no. I’m a little cold, though. Could you fetch my coat?’

			He was in full battle dress. She decided to follow the spirit of the order; she pulled off her greatcoat, and placed it over him.

			‘Thank you, Jens. Where… where am I?’

			‘The Point of Absolute Failure, sir.’ 

			‘Ah. Yes. Remember, straight down the centre. Hard day ahead.’ 

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Could you… could you hurry with the coat? I’m very cold.’

			‘I’m sorry, sir, I appear to have misplaced it.’ She kept her voice level. His eyes were flickering a little now. ‘I can lie down next to you, if you like.’

			He nodded. The motion looked painful, but there was gratitude in his eyes. She lowered herself beside him. They waited together. He almost spoke a few times. He did not manage to say much when he did, and he stumbled on his words. After a time, he simply asked her to take off her mask, and she did so. There was a little warmth left in him. 

			When it was over, she stood up and re-dressed herself. Her coat was well made, and barely stained. She checked her chron, and mentally produced a Registry of Death In Service number. She did not need to write it down. She would remember it. Next, she went through his gear, taking the bolt pistol, sabre, and an empty ration tin – one of the ones with a number ending in twelve. Everything else was standard issue and could be dealt with by the quartermaster. She beckoned to Alice. The steed was limping, but still radiated power. It nosed at the body silently before turning its great head to Jens. She did not saddle it, but it let her take the reins, and the two walked away from the body together. 

			Bronner was dead, but Cernau had taken command. His couriers were signalling the third wave of remnants now to let them know the Point of Absolute Failure was clear. Bazan’s crews had taken over guarding the Breachers, and a ring of tanks surrounded their lander. Ashe and Nehemiah held the back lines. There was scattered gunfire, but it was the product of confusion or the work of the quartermasters. A great silence was falling over Rezlan VI, and it would not lift for some time. 

			Something huge and dark was descending from above, carving a hole in the clouds. It was time to go.

		

	
	
	
		
			 

			EXCERPTED FROM THE CONCLUDING 
STATEMENTS OF THE CAEDES OMNIS INVESTIGATION

			HEREIN it is judged that the evacuation of military assets from Rezlan VI, despite disruptive elements, was carried out effectively and swiftly, with a significant volume of fighting troops recovered from the planet’s surface, including, but not limited to, a great extent of the Death Korps of Krieg, the Accario Electric Rifles, several detachments of the Militarum Tempestus, and other assorted elements that have since been sorted into new ad hoc regiments. Certain irregularities can be found within the testimonies of ground forces, but given the time that has elapsed, it is the judgement of this investigation that the Astra Militarum conducted themselves appropriately during the evacuation. With Colonel Bronner, Katarin Ven Der Ganz and Valian Hesh all dead, meting out reward or punishment is no longer relevant. 

			Our attentions turn now to Rezlan VII, where the t’au have established a strong fallback position. However, given our evacuated assets, natural superiority to the xenos and faith in the Emperor, we are confident it will prove to be a minor obstacle. Operation DEATH BLOW will commence shortly, thus putting the entire Caedes Omnis debacle behind us.
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			The planet was dead. Every reading confirmed it.

			The augurs’ findings scrolled across viewscreens and hololithic displays on the bridge. The planet’s stratosphere was choked with soot. It was too cold to sustain human life. No plants could grow in the ash that smothered its surface. Its oceans were a frozen soup of toxic chemicals. The augurs probed for man-made energy sources in vain.

			The planet, every inch of it, was lethally radioactive. The medical cogitators screamed a warning that to tread its ground would be to suffer a certain, lingering death.

			The planet was dead. How could it be, then, that a ship had just taken off from it?

			Nothing had been heard of Krieg in half a millennium. The planet, to its name, had been all but forgotten, not only through time’s passage but also in part by Imperial edict.

			That had changed two months ago. A number of astropaths, passing through the Segmentum Tempestus, had picked up fragments of a message. It had taken time and effort to put those fragments together before their source was revealed.

			Krieg’s civil war, begun five hundred years ago, was over. Its loyalists had triumphed over the secessionist traitors. They stood ready to serve the Emperor once more. They wished to wipe the stain of sin from their planet’s history. They wished to atone.

			The message was debated at the Administratum’s highest levels. Some feared it might be a deception, a lure set by their enemies. They opined that a world like Krieg could only be a drain on their resources. After all this time, what could they have to offer? Others pointed out that, in these days, one world – any world that could raise a single regiment for the Emperor’s armies – could not be overlooked.

			And so, a delegation was despatched. An Imperial grand cruiser dropped into orbit around Krieg. It announced its arrival over a range of frequencies, though the vox-operators felt sure no one would hear them, that they were chasing astropathic echoes. To their surprise, they received a reply.

			The ship that rose from Krieg’s surface was an Arvus lighter: an Imperial Naval shuttle, though its markings had been burnt away. The image of a leering skull had been painted crudely in their place. The ship showed its age in every dent and blister on its hull, and in the black smoke that belched from its starboard rocket engine. It seemed miraculous that it could fly at all. The voice from the planet, however, had advised against sending a lander – much to the relief of the ratings who would have had to crew one.

			The airlock door groaned open, and there they stood, revealed by its circular aperture. Six in number, as agreed, in strict formation. The ash of the blasted planet below clung to their clothing. Each of them wore a dark, buttoned-up greatcoat, through which the lines of flak armour could just be discerned. Spiked helmets, scuffed and dented, crowned their heads. They were booted and gloved, every inch of their bodies protected – including their faces. The men of Krieg wore gas masks. Their eyes were concealed behind opaque circular lenses. Hoses linked the masks’ distended snouts to rebreathers: cumbersome chest-mounted boxes. They ticked and whirred, analysing the ship’s recycled air.

			Larreth stood apart from the welcoming committee, flanked by her personal retinue, eyes narrowed. She detected no deformities in the Krieg men’s postures. Still, something about them, something in the combination of their concealing ensembles and their rigid discipline, plucked at her nerves. The masks reminded her of nothing more than hollow-eyed skulls, like the one daubed on their shuttle.

			Ambassador Strack paused to swallow before he smiled and introduced himself. A Krieg colonel – he displayed Imperial rank insignia on his helmet – looked at his outstretched hand. Then he stepped forward, through the aperture, and took it.

			En route to the conference chamber, Strack attempted to make small talk. He told his guests how surprising it had been, though a pleasure, to hear from them after all this time. He prompted the colonel for a name, which the man hadn’t yet offered, and the Krieg colonel spoke for the first time, his voice low and rough like gravel.

			‘We,’ he said, ‘are the Death Korps of Krieg. We are soldiers of the Emperor.’

			The Krieg colonel sat at the conference table, only at Strack’s urging.

			His soldiers stood sentry behind him, though they were unarmed by agreement. They stared blankly over the heads of the assembled dignitaries of the Departmento Munitorum. The colonel sat stiffly, arms straight by his sides, and only spoke in his husky voice when a direct question was put to him.

			He confirmed that the war on his planet had ended, with the faction he commanded – the Death Korps of Krieg – victorious. ‘Then you are Krieg’s military governor?’ a much-decorated lord general militant asked him. The colonel had spied him upon entering the chamber and had saluted the image of the Imperial aquila upon his cap.

			‘Yes, sir,’ he said.

			‘And yet you only hold the rank of colonel?’

			‘Yes, sir,’ he repeated, offering no explanation.

			‘What is the current fighting strength of your… “Death Korps”?’

			‘At present, we can offer the Emperor sixty thousand soldiers, trained, equipped and organised into twenty regiments.’

			The statement was met by a brief stunned silence. Then the lord general militant leaned forward in his seat. ‘You did say sixty thousand? Twenty regiments?’

			‘Standing by for immediate deployment, sir.’

			‘But how? Where on the planet are they stationed? How do you survive in those conditions, let alone…?’

			‘Eighty-three Krieg regiments once served in the Astra Militarum,’ the Krieg colonel intoned. ‘Our goal – our duty – is to equal that number, and better it.’

			‘What is Krieg’s current population?’ asked the lord general militant.

			‘As I said, sir, we can offer sixty thousand–’

			‘I mean, your total population. Not just soldiers, but civilians.’

			‘There are no civilians on Krieg,’ the colonel stated. Larreth noted that he had sidestepped the question, not for the first time. He gave only the information he wanted to give. She sensed the eagerness around the table, however. The colonel was offering a prize far greater than any they could have imagined.

			It was time she interceded. She cleared her throat and the room fell silent again. When a witch hunter spoke, loyal citizens, whatever their stations, knew well to listen. A faulty servo-motor in her ancient power armour whined as she adjusted her position.

			‘You may remove the face mask, colonel.’ Ambassador Strack had made the same suggestion, but he had lacked Larreth’s accusing tone.

			‘The rebreather units are part of our uniforms, sir.’

			‘Out of necessity, I’m sure. You have no need of them aboard this ship, nor will your soldiers on the worlds to which they are assigned.’

			‘On the contrary. We expect to be assigned to the most hazardous warzones available. Worlds upon which the atmosphere is toxic. We are well used to such conditions and thrive in them. This is where we are best equipped to serve.’

			The Imperial dignitaries looked as if they couldn’t believe their fortune.

			‘The, ah, the conditions on your world…’ the lord general militant ventured. ‘I imagine you must wear the masks, the rebreathers, even off duty. If the Krieg are used to breathing filtered oxygen, then even the air in this room may be poisonous to them. It may contain pathogens to which they possess no immunity.’

			The colonel inclined his head in tacit agreement.

			‘Or might you have a graver reason to hide your faces from us?’ Inquisitor Larreth persisted. ‘Might you be afraid that we would disapprove of them?’ She raised a hand to silence the general before he could answer for the Krieg officer again.

			‘Our world paid a high price for its treachery,’ the colonel conceded. ‘The war took a heavy toll upon us. Nevertheless, we stand before you now, made stronger by our trials and ready to resume our rightful service.’

			‘What is your name?’ asked Larreth.

			He didn’t answer her. She wished she could see his expression or glare into his eyes. What manner of being, she wondered, must a world so tainted as his breed? And who could survive upon that world, without becoming tainted too? ‘The rest of us have introduced ourselves,’ she prompted. ‘What is your name?’

			The Krieg colonel cocked his head a little.

			He looked as if he didn’t understand the question.
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